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Chapter 1

The Flightless Bird and the Gilded Cage



















From darkness she rose the daughter of the moon holding her trusty axe.

She swung higher and higher her aim holding true. Her goal, the sun itself.

Metal sliced the god in the sky. Blood soaked rays dripped to the ground.

The daughter held her head up high. For vengeance she had found.

Mara sang her Lunarkin song as she opened the curtains to let the light in.

“Good morning, Lavonna.” My young friend and lady in waiting greeted me with a warm smile.

“Good morning,” I yawned.

Mara stepped past the overturned nightstand in order to sit on my bed. I’d chosen not to clean up the mess that Elio had made in his anger. He’d gone on a rampage looking for me when I fled to Nocturia. A rampage that would have lasting consequences on all the people he and his soldiers hurt while he fought to get me back. 

The mess seemed to irk him, and I liked to think it was an unpleasant reminder of the short time that he’d lost control of me and his temper. And since I didn’t make the mess, I wasn’t going to clean it up either.

“You better get dressed. I was told Elio might come by early today.”

Mara had been my eyes and ears around the castle since I wasn’t allowed out of my room except to walk the garden below.

“Thanks,” I nodded as I got out of bed and quickly got dressed.

Mara set the table, which Elio himself had put back in its rightful spot when he came to join me for breakfast that first morning after my return.

He and I had settled into an uneasy routine. I smiled and pretended to be happy, and he smiled and pretended to believe me.

Knock, knock, knock.

“I’ll get it.” Mara rushed to the door, not wanting to keep the prince waiting, and I sat down at the table and took a sip of water.

Before my brief stint away from Luminaria, Elio would only eat breakfast with me about every other day, but now that I was back he was annoyingly attentive and insisted on dining with me every day.

“Good morning, my Flower.” The prince strolled in looking as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He nodded to Mara who bowed and quickly left the room.

“Good morning, Elio.” I greeted him with a bright smile and wide doe eyes. 

“How’s your shoulder?” He asked as he sat across from me.

It had been two weeks since I’d been forcibly returned to the citadel. My shoulder still ached but it had mostly healed. My heart, on the other hand, was a different story.

“Much better, thank you,” I smiled, then took a bite of my eggs. 

​“Good,” he nodded. “I’m glad to hear it.”

​There was a long stretch of silence between us as we ate. I looked out the window at the red fall leaves that now covered every tree in Luminaria. It felt like a bad omen, one that I had ignored for too long. At least it was getting chilly. The autumn weather suited me.

​“How are things at the border?” I asked.

​“Things could be better. The dark elves have doubled their forces, but we are holding them off.”

​My heart skipped a beat for the briefest of moments. Had that been Kieran’s doing? Was he trying to free me from this place?

​Elio’s hand upon mine pulled me out of my thoughts.

​“I have good news,” the corners of his mouth turned up in a genuine grin. “I know it hasn’t been easy for you to be stuck in this room, but now that you’ve recovered from your injury, you can begin your training again.”

​Only Elio would view training as a gift, but I couldn’t fault him for it. I felt like jumping up and down at the prospect of getting to hold my power crystal again.

​The prince had held true to his word. He’d kept my crystal locked away and vowed to only let me have it while training with Garrick.

​My hands itched to hold it again. It was mine. I’d survived the Valley of Death, I’d climbed that mountain, and I’d been chosen by the purple crystal that sparkled with a light all its own.

​Elio said it was to keep the crystal safe in case the Nocturian’s invaded, but I knew there was more to it than that. He wanted to keep me powerless and caged. For what purpose I had no idea.

​“Thank you.” I smiled but not too much. I wanted him to know I appreciated his gesture without looking too desperate to have my crystal again. It’s not like I could steal it. Doing so would put Garrick’s position in jeopardy, and that was exactly why Elio had made it a rule that it had to be Garrick that brought it back to him every day. 

​“You’re welcome,” the prince smiled. “You are a survivor, my Flower. And despite all the odds you continue to grow.”

​“It’s all because of your support,” I assured him.

​“You give me too much credit.” He waved my compliment away, before adding. “I don’t give you enough credit.” His hand traced slow lines up and down my arms. “Perhaps I will stop by this afternoon to give you a reward.” The word reward came out like a purr. His gaze lifted to mine and I saw hunger in his eyes.

​I wondered how long it would be until he tried to use his transfer crystal on me again, and while I wasn’t looking forward to being drained of my energy, it was part of my plan to let him do so.

​“I’d like that,” I batted my eyelashes at him.

​“Good, I’ll see you this afternoon then.” Elio’s hand drifted down from the table to my thigh. He squeezed my leg in a seductive manner that would have had my heart fluttering a few weeks ago. It’s amazing how much can change when you choose to see a person for who they are instead of who you want them to be.

“I look forward to it,” I turned up the corners of my mouth in a warm smile as I mirrored his action and put my hand on his upper thigh as well.

His smile faltered and he stood from the table. He never seemed to like it when I touched him, which only made me want to do it more. Again the mystery as to why he continued to woo me as his fated mate evaded my grasp. If Aria, the seer who’d never been incorrect, prophesied that we’d be together, why did it feel so wrong to be by his side? It just didn’t make any sense.

Elio turned and headed for the door. He glanced at me one last time before he left. His eyes were sharp and searched my face. What was he looking for? Whatever it was, I would not give it to him. I gave him a warm smile.

“Are you sure you have to leave?” I asked with a forced pout.

“Unfortunately, yes.” He said nothing more before he finally closed the door behind him.

The moment the door clicked I let my face fall into a more neutral expression. Playing this game was exhausting, but not as exhausting as it was to be trapped in this room. So I would persevere until I had my freedom back.

Mara must have been listening behind the door to the servants entrance. As soon as Elio was gone she made her way into the room.

“I want to show you something before Garrick gets here.” My short friend strode to the table and laid out a rolled piece of paper. She secured the four corners with candle sticks and took a step back for me to see her fine work.

“It’s a map!” I whisper shouted, not daring to let my voice get any louder than that.

Mara beamed with pride. “It took me all week, but I walked the halls of the citadel and drew them out the best I could.”

“Here! This is the exit that Kieran showed me when we escaped before.”

I pointed to a line on the map that represented a hallway that led to the abandoned courtyard.

“Should we try to leave through there again?”

“I’m not sure.” I pondered the idea of using that same exit again. It could be risky to use the same route twice.

“I’d rather not if we can avoid it. Were there any other exits along this hallway?”

“None that I saw,” Mara admitted. “I can keep looking though.”

“I think that’d be best,” I nodded. I hated not being able to investigate all this myself. I trusted Mara not to put herself at risk, but I still didn’t like sending her out on her own.

“This map is great though. I’m really impressed,” I squeezed my friend’s shoulder.

“Thank you,” Mara’s smile brightened.

Knock, knock, knock.

“That must be Garrick,” I surmised.

Mara quickly rolled up the map and tucked the scroll under her arm.

“I’ll head out then. Good luck today.” Mara waved at me from the stairwell and I shut the door behind her.




Chapter 2

Friends and Foes
















Knock, knock, knock. The sound echoed through my room again.

I rushed to the door and opened it to find my grumpy trainer with his arms crossed over his chest looking annoyed.

“Sorry, I was getting dressed.”

“Ah, I see.” Garrick stood there awkwardly for a moment before he asked, “can I come in?”

“Oh, yes! Sorry, come on in.”

My trainer had visited me many times since my return, but this would be the first visit where he’d escort me to the courtyard like a child.

“Here, I’ve got your crystal.” Garrick reached into his pocket and pulled out the purple power crystal that called my name. It took everything within me not to snatch it from his hand, but I held off.

“You can hold onto it until we get to the courtyard.” I picked a piece of lint off my sweater and pretended to be completely unaffected by his offer. I needed to see if Garrick enjoyed holding such power in his hands. I longed to tell him the truth of my plans, but I didn’t know if he could be trusted. It was clear that he wasn’t loyal to the queen, but she had something over him. Something so powerful that he refused to leave without her blessing. Would he betray me in order to buy his own freedom from this place?

My grumpy trainer rolled his eyes and sighed. “I don’t want to hold your damn crystal.”

He took my hand and held it palm up and firmly placed the crystal there. It wasn’t enough to tell if he could be trusted with my secret but it was a good start.

​We walked outside into the cold autumn air and I enjoyed the chill of it against my skin.

“How are you doing?” he asked as we walked. “You’re looking healthy.”

“I’m feeling fine. My shoulder still hurts, but the pain is fading.”

Garrick nodded his head at my response.

“How was your time in Nocturia?”

I eyed the grumpy soldier suspiciously. Why was he asking me this?

“I didn’t get a chance to see much of it. They thought I was a Seraphyne so they put me in the dungeon.”

Garrick nodded his head and frowned. “That’s a shame. Nocturia is beautiful this time of year. I’m sad you didn’t get to see it.”

That made me halt my steps. “You’ve been to Nocturia?”

“Sure,” he shrugged his shoulders. “I’m from a border town, remember? Our two kingdoms haven’t always been at war. I used to go to Nocturia often.”

“Why haven’t you mentioned this before?”

Garrick furrowed his eyebrows as if my question confused him. “You didn’t ask.”

“I-Garrick I’ve asked you about lots of things and most of the time you refuse to answer. How was I supposed to know you’d tell me about Nocturia of all places?”

He shrugged again. “It’s not my fault you ask bad questions.”

“Garrick!” I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to find the patience not to scream.

“Were you acquainted with the royal family?” I asked.

“No,” he shook his head and kept walking.

“Do you care to elaborate?”

“No.”

“What was your favorite part of the city?” I tried again.

He thought for a moment and said, “My mate enjoyed relaxing by the lake.” His gaze went distant as he remembered his long lost love. “So I’d say that is my favorite place.”

He was holding himself stiffly again in the way that he often did when he was attempting to close himself off from the world.

“What-”

He held up a hand to silence me. “No more questions.”

“Ugh,” I sighed. This male was impossible to deal with sometimes.

I did my best to push our bizarre conversation from my mind as we made our way to the courtyard.

“Alright, the last time we trained, you created a weak beam of light. Let’s see what you can do now,” Garrick instructed.

My thoughts drifted to the last time I’d used my power crystal. I’d created a shield to protect Kieran and myself from the Seraphyne soldier's arrows which they shot at Elio’s command. Anger pulsed through me at the memory.

Kieran had been hurt. I trusted his people to take care of him but I wished I could see him for myself, even if it was just for a moment. I needed to know if he was healing.

“Are you alright?” Garrick interrupted my thoughts.

“Hmm?” I looked up at him confused.

“Your eyes…for a moment they seemed to sparkle.”

Portal magic runs through the veins of those who have these. That’s what Kieran had said when he pointed to my eyes.

Portal magic…I didn’t even know where to begin when it came to mastering that skill. Hell, I could barely make a beam of light. But if I could make a portal I know exactly where I’d go.

“If you’re too tired we can head back.” Garrick tilted his head as he assessed me. I was tired, but I wasn’t ready to quit just yet.

“I’m fine, I just need to concentrate.”

“I’ll leave you to it then,” he took a step back and waited for me to wield my magic.

The goal here was to grow in strength and skill. If I could get strong enough to form a solid beam made of both light and dark magic, then I could get Mara, Farryn and myself out of here.

I remembered what it had looked like to see those two beams of light weaving together. It was so beautiful. There was a rightness to it. Unfortunately, it had taken all my strength and Kieran’s too. I remembered his warmth as he stood behind me giving me everything he had so we could escape.

“The gods be damned!” Garrick swore.

I opened my eyes to find two very weak beams emitting from my crystal. One was light and the other was dark, and despite Garrick’s agitation I focused all my strength into those two beams. They grew brighter and stronger, but they would not merge. I concentrated harder, so hard that I fell to my knees with the exertion of it. I needed this. I needed to master this magic and be free of this place.

The two beams fizzled out until all I had left was a glowing crystal. I was weak and spent and far from where I needed to be.

“How am I supposed to keep you safe when you do stuff like that?!”

I slowly lifted my gaze to Garrick who was seething through clenched teeth.

“Keep me safe?” I asked. He’d never claimed to be my protector before. My trainer, yes. Protector? No.

​His expression softened and he turned away to look up at the citadel walls to make sure no one had been watching.

​“A…friend told me to- Never mind.” He cut himself off. “Just don’t do that anymore.”

​“Who is this friend of yours?” I knew, from previous conversations, that Garrick had exactly one friend in this citadel, but he’d never mentioned who that person was.

​“They are none of your concern.” He brushed my question aside.

​“But I’m your concern?” I pushed back.

​“You,” Garrick frowned. “are a thorn in my side. A thorn that can’t produce a strong beam of light, but can make two twisting beams of light and dark. But never again. Do you understand me? She is always watching, always waiting.” He looked up again just to confirm that no one saw us. “You are to wield light magic and nothing else.”

​I knew who he meant. The queen. She had been his foe for a long time, but I still didn’t know why. I knew far too little for my own comfort and I no longer had the freedom to seek out those answers for myself.

​“Try again,” he requested.

​I crossed my arms and stared up at him.

​“Please,” he sighed.

​“Well, since you asked so nicely,” I grinned then concentrated on the task at hand. I needed to produce not just a beam of white light, but a sword. Something that could cut through stone.

​The temptation to do what I’d always done was there. Think of the sun, the morning sky, the light as it reflects off the gold accents of the citadel walls. But I’d done that enough to know it wouldn’t work. It would only allow me to create a weak beam of light thinking about those things.

​“What do you think about when you form your sword?”

​Garrick looked at the orange crystal in his hand and turned it over in his palm.

​“I think about my mate. The way her green eyes would shine every time she laughed.”

​His crystal did indeed start to glow.

​“I think about my mother and the songs she used to sing to wake me up in the morning.”

​I waited for him to make some reference to the light that would filter into the room as he woke, but he didn’t say anything more.

​“That’s a memory. How can you produce a sword of light without even thinking about light itself.”

​Garrick sat on a bench nearby and sighed. “I fear I may have led you astray when I told you to think about the light. For most Seraphyne that seems to be enough, but for you…”

​His words trailed off as he met my gaze. “It isn’t. You are not Seraphyne. That much is clear to me now.”

​His words felt like daggers to my heart. They were painful, but sweet relief followed soon after. I knew I wasn’t a Seraphyne, and even though I no longer wished to be Elio’s, I had desired to be his mate for so long that the reality that I’d never be like him still stung. I’d never fit into this world, not really.

​I realized then that even if I did make it back to Nocturia, the same reality awaited me there as well. They’d soon discover I wasn’t really a Nocturian either, and it’d only be a matter of time before someone said it outloud. I was something else, something different, an elf who would never really belong.

​He pointed to his chest and said, “I feel the power of the sun rise up within me when I think of happier times. I hadn’t mentioned that before because it doesn’t work like that for most people.”

​He stood and placed a hand on my shoulder. “I think you will have to find the light within yourself instead of seeking it through external forces. You will have to find memories of your own to draw on, memories that create light not darkness.”

​That was easier said than done. So far every warm memory I had only seemed to strengthen my beam of darkness. That was what came naturally to me. What would ignite the light within me?

​“Should we keep going? If not, I, uh,” Garrick looked around awkwardly. “I could get Nola and you can help me watch her while she grazes.”

​I narrowed my eyes and a small smile drew across my face. “Are you trying to give me time away from my room?”

​My grumpy trainer shook his head. “Of course not. That would be foolish and I am not a foolish male.” 

​Despite his words the corners of his mouth turned up in a small grin. It turns out he was an old softy after all.

​“I’d like that.” I smiled. “I’ll keep practicing while you get Nola.”

​Garrick nodded and started to leave the courtyard before he turned back around. “I’m afraid I’ll have to take your power crystal while I go get her. Elio said you are never to be alone with it.”

​“Right,” I sighed. “Rules are rules.”

​Although it felt deeply wrong to do so, I gave my crystal back to Garrick and as he walked away, I pondered my dilemma. You will have to find the light within. Light within. I repeated the words over and over again in my head as if merely thinking upon them might trigger some memory that would make my beam of light strengthen, but I felt nothing, no surge of power within me.

​I looked up at the roof and felt a sudden wave of sadness wash over me. I would never look upon that roof and find Kieran looking back at me again. He had saved me in more ways than one, and I longed to see him again. I knew with time, he’d grow in strength and confidence. Would I ever see that version of him? Would my path take me back to Nocturia or am I destined to end up somewhere else?

​Garrick returned with little Nola who happily chomped on the grass around us as we sat in companionable silence.

​“Have you received word about the Queen’s Monster since my return?” I wondered what rumors the queen had spread about Kieran’s sudden departure.

​Garrick nodded his head. “I did. I’ve been told that Taras kidnapped you and took you to Nocturia hoping that would prevent you from getting rescued by the prince.”

​I nodded my head. I figured as much.

​“The queen said that he died when Elio’s soldiers attacked the stronghold.”

​Taras was dead. That much was true. But he didn’t die when Elio attacked, he died the moment I pulled off his helmet.

​“Did you know Taras very well?” I asked.

​“No,” he shook his head. “I met him the day the queen announced his role as her personal bodyguard. It was around the same time I came into her service. She kept him close to her side for many years after that.”

​I repressed a shudder at the thought of Kieran being forced to face his torturer and jailer everyday like that. The woman who’d cut off his wings was in every room he occupied for years.

​“Is it true? Did he die in your rescue?”

​I nodded my head. “Yes, Taras is gone.”

​“Are you taking a break?” Elio’s sing-song voice preceded him as he approached us.

​Garrick and I both straightened.

​“I was just explaining that sometimes you have to find your power within yourself,” Garrick began. “Lavonna demonstrates great potential, but needs help accessing her light.”

​Elio looked me up and down and furrowed his brows. “Really? But you’ve accomplished so much, and power emanates from you in waves.”

​“I am trying,” I assured him.

​“Hmm,” he frowned as he looked me up and down again. “Perhaps what you need is a reminder of how great you truly are.”

​Elio’s frown turned into a smug grin as he offered me his arm. “Come. Let me escort you to your room and I will give you a demonstration.”

​I swallowed hard and forced myself to smile. “I’d like that.”

​“Good,” he purred.

​We’d taken exactly one step when the prince stopped and turned to Garrick.

​“Oops I almost forgot, I’ll be needing her crystal back.”

​My heart sank into my stomach as I watched Garrick reach into his pocket for my purple crystal.

​“Here you go, your highness.” A muscle ticked in his jaw and he grimaced as if he’d just swallowed bile.

​“Thank you. We can’t risk the dark elves stealing this, now can we? But don’t worry. I’ll keep it safe for you, my Flower.”

​We turned back toward the stairs and as we walked a million arguments ran through my mind. I’ll keep it safe. They returned it to me last time. An elf shouldn’t be without their power crystal, and so on and so forth. But I kept my mouth shut. Every word I spoke would be another reason for Elio to suspect me of treason, and the woman who left him would have trusted him wholeheartedly. For better or worse I had to pretend to be that woman still. If I wanted to be free, I’d have to be meek first.




Chapter 3

The Cat and the Mouse 
















​“I must say, you look extra tempting today,” Elio purred in my ear as soon as he closed my bedroom door behind us.

​I looked down at my plain wrap dress that I wore under a matching knit sweater. He was flattering me and I would let him.

​“You really think so?” I batted my eyelashes at him.

​“Indeed I do,” he reiterated. “Let’s get you more comfortable though.”

​The prince of light tugged at my sweater in a silent command and I lifted my arms so he could pull it off over my head.

​“Much better,” he smiled down at me. Elio had a strange way of looking at me without seeing me. It was as if he were seeing through me or pretending I was someone else entirely.

​He lifted me into his arms again then laid me down on the bed, and as soon as my head hit my pillow, I pretended to be tired by closing my eyes and letting out a wide yawn.

​“I think training drained me more than I realized,” I sighed. “I didn’t realize how tired I was until I laid down.”

​Elio settled himself behind me like he always did and let his hand roam up my thigh under my dress.

​“That’s a shame, but I’m sure your reward will make you feel less tired in a second.”

​I turned to face him. He was not pleased that I had disrupted his method of seduction. I closed my eyes, cuddled into his chest and yawned again.

​“Do you think we could just cuddle today?”

​It was part of my plan to let him syphon me. However, I had no desire to be intimate with him ever again. The mere idea of it made me want to gag. It was so offensive, in fact, that it made me wonder if I had ever really liked him at all. I had liked the idea of him, and the fact that I thought he liked me, but none of that had been true. The vision I had of him in my head turned out to be far more generous than the male who actually laid before me.

​“I like sharing memories with you,” I added. “Do you think we could do that?”

​I opened my eyes just in time to catch him wearing a wicked feline smile. I suspected he didn’t want to be intimate either. Syphoning my power was what he was really after and I was handing him that opportunity on a silver platter.

​“Of course, my Flower. I’d love to cuddle with you while you rest.”

​I closed my eyes and laid my head on the pillow while he got to work. The cold chill of the transfer crystal washed over my skin, and I hated it. It’s all part of the plan. I reminded myself. This was all necessary if I ever wanted to get out of here. So I relaxed in Elio’s arms and allowed him to drain me.

​“There now, rest up,” Elio said after he was finished. He pulled away from me and I sat up in bed.

​He was just about to leave when I called out his name.

​“Yes, my Flower?”

​“Do you think I could walk around the citadel with an armed guard?”

​He was in a good mood. Now was the time to ask to let the walls of my cage down, even if it was just an inch.

​“I’ll think about it,” he smiled and closed the door and I fell asleep.

***

Later, I woke to Elio standing over me. It nearly made me jump seeing him there. Why did he have to spend so much time with me now that I didn’t want him?

“I have some news,” he said with a smile and I wondered if he’d considered my request to walk around the citadel with a guard.

“My mother wishes for you to dine with her for dinner,” he informed me.

I bit back my disappointment at this turn of events.

​“Do you know why she wants me to join her?” I asked.

​I loathed the idea of being alone with the queen.

​“Not really,” he said, but the corner of his mouth turned up slightly, giving me the impression that he did know what this dinner was about and that he had no intention of filling me in on the details.

​“Hmm, that’s fine. I’ve never had an issue getting along with the queen.” I replied with a smile.

​The corners of Elio’s mouth turned down in a momentary frown before he was able to school his features into a more neutral expression. That bastard wanted me to be afraid.

​“Atreis is going to escort you to the queen’s quarters and a guard will escort you back.” Elio stepped aside to reveal his younger half brother standing in the hallway waiting for me.

​The young dark-haired elf looked up and gave me a shy wave, to which I gave him a small wave in return.

​“We’re going now?” I wasn’t prepared to leave right this minute.

​“Yes,” Elio sighed. “I thought you’d jump at the chance to leave your room. Wasn’t it just earlier today you asked to be able to walk around the citadel with a guard? Well now you’ll get your chance.”

​I worked to keep my features neutral. He knew damn well that wasn’t what I meant.

​“You’re right. It’ll be nice to walk around a bit.” I flashed him a bright smile and headed for Atreis. If I thought it would annoy Elio, I would wrap my hand around his brother’s arm, but I knew it wouldn’t. Elio was only annoyed when I tried to touch him. There would be no jealousy in his eyes if I touched another male. Which was fine by me. I didn’t really want to touch him or anyone else for that matter. No…that wasn’t true. There was one person I wanted to touch. One person I wanted to fall asleep next to. One person I missed more than anything in this world.

​“Lead the way,” I motioned for Atreis to walk ahead of me and he did so.

​We drifted down the hallway to the grand staircase and further still. I walked slowly so I could enjoy the simple act of being out of my room, my cage.

​“I’m sorry that he won’t let you out of your room,” Atreis began. “He means well. I’m sure of it.”

​I sighed and admitted, “I think I’d rather face down the entire Seraphyne army than be shut up in that room for another day.”

​I regarded Atreis, looking him up and down, realizing this was an opportunity to gain a different perspective on the male I once called mate.

​“Are you and Elio close?”

​Atreis nodded his head. “We’ve gotten along well from the moment I took up residence in the citadel.”

​“I’m glad. I know that’s not always the case between siblings. What about the queen? Has she treated you well?”

​He was the son of another woman living under her roof. I’d seen how poorly she treated powerful men like Garrick. How much worse would she treat her husband’s mistress’s son?

​“Not really,” he shook his head, but didn’t elaborate.

​“Why do you stay?” I couldn’t help but ask. He was a young adult male who could take care of himself. There was no reason for him to stay in a place where he wasn’t wanted.

​“Elio needs me. He said he’ll make me an advisor when he’s king.”

​“But aren’t you worried about what the queen might do to you in the meantime? I’ve heard she’s not one to be trusted.”

​I didn’t mention that Elio wasn’t to be trusted either, but maybe he treated Atreis better than he treated me.

​“He does what he can to keep me out of her reach. That’s why my room is next to his.”

​“What do you mean?”

“When my mother died, the king had already been killed. In his will he mandated that I be moved to the royal household after my mother’s passing. I was a young child grieving the loss of both my parents and I made the mistake of going to the queen for comfort. She whipped me and sent me away. Elio found me later and had my room moved next to his. He’s helped me keep my distance from the queen ever since.”

“I see why you trust him now,” I nodded.

Silence filled the hallway as we continued to walk, passing by the queen’s plants that filled the entire space along the wall. The plants were gray instead of their normal vibrant green and many of them had died.

“He tries to be a good person,” Atreis interrupted my thoughts.

“Who?”

“My brother. I know sometimes he can come off as cold and calculating, but his mother has put him in a tough position. Her love for him is suffocating and he’s found the only way he can survive is to try to stay one step ahead of her. Sometimes that means other people end up as casualties along the way.”

Atreis knew his brother better than I realized.

“What casualties have you been witness to?”

“I’d rather not say,” the young adult male shook his head. “It’s hard when your protector is someone else’s jailer, but if I ever get the chance to right his wrongs, I will do so.”

I stopped walking and he stopped as well. My gaze met his and I held it.

“Who is it that needs to be set free, Atreis?”

“Everyone,” he whispered. “No one is free under the queen’s rule.” He tried to shift the subject from Elio to the queen.

“No, Atreis. We aren’t talking about the queen right now. Who needs to be set free from Elio?”

He bent his head low and whispered, “Isn’t it obvious?”

A guard at the end of the hallway cleared his throat. “The queen will see you now, my lady.”

“Here take this,” Atreis placed a small sheathed dagger in my hand out of the view of the guard.

I took the dagger and slipped it into my pocket. The cold metal was a comfort. It was the only protection I had at the moment and if things should go south with the queen I might have to make use of it.

Atreis bowed and turned and I watched as he became a distant figure walking down a dark hallway. There was no one to protect me now. My guardian angel was a kingdom away and what few allies I had in Luminaria were no match for the queen.

“My lady,” the guard spoke when I made no move toward the door.

“Sorry, I’m on my way.” I slowly walked toward the foyer that preceded the queen’s quarters and swallowed hard. Each step felt wrong. Every ounce of self-preservation I had screamed for me to turn back around and flee. But if I didn’t face her now, then she’d just come and find me. I was trapped here in this kingdom of light and she knew it.

The guard opened the doors as I approached them and I found the queen’s quarters to be much the same as the first time I’d met her. Plants lined the walls, a marble table sat in the center of the room and a hallway split off to the right that led to her bedroom.

I caught a glimpse of armor out of the corner of my eye and for a moment my heart skipped a beat. Was my guardian angel here? No. What I actually saw made my blood run cold as I took in the sight of a wall lined with the same unnatural soldiers that fought under Elio’s command in Nocturia.

The soldiers were covered in armor from head to toe much like Kieran had been. They did not move and the more I stared at them, the more I was convinced that they didn’t even breathe.

“Good evening, Lavonna.” The queen greeted me as she swept into the room wearing a red velvet gown. “I’m so glad you could join me.”

“Of course your majesty,” I curtsied and bowed.

I took my seat at the round table across from the queen and sipped some water. No food had been laid out yet, so I sat back and waited for our food to be served.

The queen raised her hand above her head and snapped her fingers. Upon command one of the gray-eyed soldiers lumbered toward the table carrying a tray of food.

I held my breath as he drew closer and bent down to place a bowl of soup before me. This upclose I could see more details than before. The skin of his neck was laid bare as he bent his head to place my bowl on the table. It was gray and there was a jagged red crystal sticking out of his spine. The skin around it was red and inflamed as if it were a wound that refused to heal.

“Aren’t they wonderful?” The queen interrupted my inspection.

“Who are they?” I asked.

What creatures roamed this world who had gray skin and dead eyes?

“They are my latest creation, my deadly blooms.” The smile on the queen’s face was malicious.

“I planted them, Aria watered them, and now look at how they’ve grown.”

She gestured to the wall of soldiers that stood motionless and stiff.

“I don’t understand.”

I had vague memories of Aria complaining about bringing the queen’s blooms to life, but surely…

“Come here my deadly rose.” The queen called forth the soldier who had served our meal and he bent low for her.

She held my gaze with a glimmer of wicked glee sparkling across her face as she pulled off the soldier's helmet.

Underneath was a male with sunken eyes, blue lips, and skin that was beginning to peel off his face. I watched in horror as a maggot crawled out of his mouth and into his nostril and he didn’t even flinch.

I stood from my spot at the table so quickly that I knocked my chair to the floor.

“That man is dead!” I pointed to the soldier as he put his helmet back on.

“Not anymore,” the queen smiled. She wore the expression of a predator who had just shown her claws. She was making sure I knew the extent of her power and for the first time since I returned to the citadel I was afraid.

“How?” The word came out as a shaky whisper which only made her smile more.

“It turns out you can bring anything back to life with the right amount of power.”

“But you didn’t bring him back to life. He’s just a dead man walking.”

The queen narrowed her eyes and informed me, “He is as alive as I need him to be, and completely under my control. Here I’ll give you a little demonstration.”

Her highness pointed a finger at me and said, “attack.”

The soldier closest to us sprang to life and lumbered toward me at a speed much faster than a dead man should be able to accomplish.

I stumbled back and fell. He continued to approach me as I attempted to crawl away. I finally got back on my feet as I neared the door, and breathed a sigh of relief as I turned the doorknob, but the door itself would not budge. I pushed against it harder only to find another undead soldier on the other side.

The cold metal of the dagger in my pocket beckoned to me, but I fought the urge to use it. What good would a dagger be against a man who was already dead?

The soldier drew in closer and reached out a gloved hand that wrapped around my neck. He squeezed, restricting my airway and I desperately tried to pry his fingers open so I could breathe again.

“That’s enough.” The queen sighed, sounding as if she were bored. “You may return to your post.”

The soldier let go of me and I collapsed to the ground gasping for air. It took me a moment to gain control of my voice, but once I did I asked, “Did you send these soldiers to Nocturia?”

Kieran had said he’d never seen them before and this would explain why.

“Of course I did. I couldn’t let my son go into the dark elves stronghold unguarded.”

“What about the Queen’s Guard?”

“They wouldn’t have been enough,” she scrunched up her face in an offended expression. “Elio must be protected at all costs. Everything I do is for the safety of my son. I will not have him die like his father did.”

The queen regained her composure and continued, “I gave my son control of my soldiers and from what I hear they served him well.”

I remembered how one of them had grabbed Kieran. He would have beaten him to death if Elio would have let him.

“They served him too well,” I seethed.

“Don’t think that I won’t send my soldiers after you next, Lavonna. If I even suspect you of treason or hear of any plans of escape, my deadly blooms will choke the life out of you.”

“I thought you needed me.”

“Oh I do, but I’d rather have a wilted flower than a poisonous vine. You are only as useful as you are submissive. Are you submissive, Lavonna? Will you be willing to give my son strength when he needs it most?”

No, I was done sacrificing myself for her son.

“Of course,” I lied. “He’s still my fated mate is he not?”

She looked me up and down and pursed her lips. “That’s what Aria tells me, and she’s never been wrong before. The seer knows better than to lie to me. She’s seen the extent of my wrath. She knows exactly what I do to seers who betray me.”

“Why would I betray my mate?” I asked as I stood and brushed myself off.

“Why indeed?” She looked me up and down again assessing me. “Dinner is over, Lavonna. You may go back to your room now.”

The queen turned without sparing me another glance and left the room. I had half a mind to take out my dagger and end her life here and now when her soldiers moved from their position on the wall to block the hallway she’d just entered.

As much as I wanted to kill her, today would not be the day to do it.

I sighed and left the queen’s quarters. I passed another gray-eyed soldier on my way out and he followed me all the way to my room. When I got to my quarters, I watched as he took up his post outside my door, unmoving, unfeeling, and undead.
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It took me a while to fall asleep that night. I tossed and turned as nightmares of gray-eyed monsters took turns choking the life out of me. Eventually I gave up and sat up in bed, trembling and drenched in sweat.

My bed felt so cold and empty. The last time I’d had a nightmare Kieran was there, pulling me to his side, comforting me with his touch, and soothing me with his words.

Tears streamed down my face at the memory of that tender moment we shared. I had released him from the queen’s grasp, but the price of that freedom weighed heavier on me each day.

I thought of Kieran and how he didn’t want to be alone in his room back at the castle. Was someone with him right now? Had he taken a mistress to his bed to keep the loneliness at bay? My fist clenched around my blanket as I pictured a beautiful Nocturian woman sharing his bed, making him laugh, making him moan.

Stop. I chastised myself. I cannot dwell on such thoughts. Kieran was free. That was the important part. He was free to make his own choices and even his own mistakes. At least now, a mistake wouldn’t cost him something as precious as his wings. I hope he made lots of mistakes if only to see that he could do so without fear of torture or punishment.

I had felt connected to him once. When he placed that amulet on my thigh a strong light surrounded us. I focused on that connection now. I remembered his smile, the smell of his skin, the look of his thick locks of hair, and his laugh. I loved his laugh.

As I concentrated on our connection I heard something. It was the sound of someone breathing, soft and restless.

“You do not need to worry about your prince. He’s safe now,” Farryn spoke into my mind.

​“Why didn’t you tell me the prince I could trust was Kieran?” I questioned.

​“You found out the truth exactly when you needed to. You woke up and opened your eyes just like I predicted you would.”

​“Right,” I scoffed. “Well can you give me some guidance now? Something a bit more specific and useful. How am I supposed to help you when I can’t even leave this room except for training?”

​“You’ll find a way.” There was a teasing note in her voice that infuriated me.

​“You’re really fucking annoying sometimes. You know that?”

​Farynn sighed, “I’ve learned it is better to be vague than to lead people astray. Too much information and people turn into self-fulfilling prophecies making choices that accidently make their worst fears come to pass.”

​“So that’s why you can’t give me a straight answer? So I won’t accidentally ruin my own life?”

​“I have given you a straight answer. I said you’ll set me free and one day you will.”

​I pinched the bridge of my nose as I laid back down in bed. As I closed my eyes I could see Farryn in her cell again. Her hair laid thick and uncombed at her shoulders, her black and white feathers were dirty and her ankle was still chained to the floor. She still wore that cloth over her eyes which I found strange.

​The seer knows better than to lie to me. She’s seen the extent of my wrath. She knows exactly what I do to seers who betray me. The queen’s words and Farryn’s covered eyes made me realize something.

​“Why do you wear a cloth over your eyes?”

​Silence filled my mind and I wondered if the seer with black and white wings would refuse to answer me.

​After a long moment she finally asked, “should I show you what lies beneath?”

​“If you are willing,” I answered cautiously. I had a feeling that I did not, in fact, want to see what was concealed underneath that scrap of fabric.

​She slowly pulled the cloth down past her closed eyes and let it rest along the bridge of her nose. Then bile rose in my throat as she opened her eyelids to reveal that there was nothing underneath but healed wounds.

​“She took your eyes,” I breathed.

​“She did.” Farryn’s tone was cold with a hint of sorrow.

​“I’m so sorry.” A sob escaped me and my voice cracked.

​“I am too, but I knew it was coming before it happened. There are always two outcomes when I see the future. One had me defeating the queen, and the other…” she trailed off, not able to complete the sentence.

​“The other left you chained and without your eyes.” I finished it for her.

​“Yes, my cherished emerald eyes are gone now, but she could not take my power. I can still see the future. One does not need eyes to have visions, and I see you saving me. I see you saving a great many people, Lavonna.”

​“Do you…” I wasn’t sure if I had the courage to ask the question I really wanted an answer to. “Do you see me with Prince Kieran? Do you have any visions of us reuniting again?”

​“There is a version of the future where you do see him again, and there’s a version where you do not, but in all my visions I see Kieran wanting to be with you.”

​Another sob escaped my lips. “Can I see him? Do you have that ability?”

​Silence filled the space and I thought our conversation might be over, but then I saw a room with rustic stone walls, a wooden round table, and a handsome Nocturian leaning against it.

​“Again,” Arannis commanded from the other side of the room.

​Kieran stood, his shoulders straight, his head held high, and he walked toward his advisor with his hand outstretched.

​“Hello, it’s an honor to meet you.”

​His gait was strong and his voice did not waver. His wounds had healed just like mine had and he’d grown in confidence since I’d seen him last.

​“Better, much better,” Arannis complimented the prince as he shook his hand. “You are the prince of Nocturia, the Lord of Darkness. Your confidence must precede you as you meet other diplomats.”

​Kieran nodded. He looked good, tired but good, and I longed to reach out and touch him. I held up my hand and let my fingers drift over his arm, but of course I couldn’t actually touch him. I wasn’t really there. So my fingers passed through him as if I were a ghost. But my touch must have done something because the Lord of Darkness shuddered and his eyes grew wide as he rubbed his arm where my fingers had passed through him.

​“Lavonna?” His eyes searched the room for me. “Touch me again,” he requested and this time I placed my hand on his chest.

​He gasped and placed his hand in the same spot mine was and looked in my direction.

​“Is it really you? I can’t see you, but I can feel you.”

​“Can he hear me? If I speak out, will he hear my words?” I asked Farryn.

​“Only if you speak to him through your mind. You are connected to Kieran through a thread of magic, similar to the one you saw with Garrick when you pulled him out of the queen’s presence.”

​“But he’s so far away. Can our thread really reach so far?”

​“The bond you have with Kieran is…stronger than most. Concentrate on it, send him feelings instead of words.”

​I did just that. I concentrated on the bond between us, a bond that felt stronger than friendship, and suddenly a neon purple thread appeared that connected from my heart to Kierans. It lit up as if it had always been there.

​Kieran looked down and his eyes grew wide as if he were seeing the thread too. “It is you,” he breathed. “How is this possible? The red crystals that surround the citadel should prevent us from feeling our connection.”

​I didn’t know how much time I had left. I assumed that this was only possible because Farryn was lending us a portion of her magic to do so.

​I concentrated on our bond and sent him as much joy as I possibly could. I wanted to show exactly how it made me feel to see him again.

​I watched in awe as a white light traveled between us through the thread. As soon as that light hit Kieran, his knees buckled and he fell to the ground panting.

​When he looked up again tears had stained his cheeks. “I miss you so much,” he breathed. “Stay safe, Lavonna. Do whatever you can to shield yourself from the queen. We will be together again, I swear it.”

​The vision began to fade and I knew our time had ended so I sent him one last wave of emotion, joy mixed with sadness with a little bit of fear. It was everything I was feeling in that moment and I wanted him to have it all, every part of me that I had to offer.

​The vision turned black just as that wave of emotion hit his heart, and I’d never seen him look so pained.

​I was back in my room sitting on my bed surrounded by overturned furniture and feeling more alone than ever. Kieran was doing well. I needed to hold onto that truth. And we had a bond that was stronger than it should be. I’d always felt safe and comfortable with Kieran, but I’d spent far less time with him than Garrick and yet where Garrick and I had a thin thread that connected us as friends, Kieran and I had a connection that was four times as thick and incomprehensibly strong. The possibilities of what that could mean ran through my head, but I didn’t dare dwell on any of them.

My number one focus had to be escaping this place. I did know, however, that our bond meant something. It was important. That fact could not be denied.
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​Elio arrived for breakfast at his normal time, walked over the broken furniture that littered the floor and took his seat across from me at the table.

​“Good morning, my Flower. You are looking extra bright today.”

​I gave him my warmest smile and replied, “Good morning.” The words my prince were on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t utter them. He wasn’t my prince. I don’t think he ever was. Not in any way that mattered.

My prince was far away in a land protected by darkness, and I was here exposed and vulnerable in the harsh light of Luminaria.

“You are looking well yourself,” I completed my thought.

​I offered Elio my hand and he gracefully kissed it. His touch felt cold compared to Kieran’s and I had to suppress the shiver that ran down my spine.

​“I come bearing good news,” he began as he wore his normal self-satisfied grin. “First, the Autumn Ball is approaching. You will represent Luminaria with the royal family and advisors, and meet the kings and queens of the surrounding kingdoms.”

​“Is the ball only for King’s and Queen’s?” I’d posed my question in a neutral tone hoping not to give my true intentions away. I hadn’t thought much about the Autumn Ball since my return, but now that Elio had reminded me of it, the hope of seeing Kieran again burned bright in my chest.

​“Yes, it’s just Kings and Queens. My mother changed the rules this year, and I suspect it’s to keep the Nocturian’s out of Luminaria. I’ve always found it strange that they never made the princess their queen, but because they haven’t they will not be allowed in.”

​My heart sank at the realization that I wouldn't see Kieran or Zarielle. They deserved to be at the ball just as much as anyone else.

​“What if they were to crown her as their queen. Would she be allowed to attend then?”

​Elio stroked his chin as he pondered my question. “I don’t see why not. They would have received an invitation just like the other kingdoms.”

​The prince turned his piercing blue-eyed gaze on me and asked, “Why? Are you looking forward to seeing your jailers again?”

​We hadn’t spoken of that day since I’d returned. It’d felt too risky to bring up the death and destruction he brought upon Nocturia.

​“No,” I looked away, giving him the impression that I was the meek submissive woman he believed me to be. “Of course not.”

​“Prince Kieran certainly looked well for having been imprisoned by my mother for as long as he was.”

​I stopped short as I took in the meaning of his words. He known. He’d known who Taras really was the whole time.

​“I’m glad he got away,” his expression turned solemn and he seemed to genuinely mean what he was saying. “My mother can be cruel and now that we’ve got you, we don’t need him anymore.”

​I tried to free my tongue. I tried to speak, but no words came out. What was I supposed to say to that?

​“Oh! That reminds me. I’ve considered your request to get out of your room more, and I’ve decided that you can start training with Atreis in the afternoons.”

​I was still reeling from the fact that he’d known about Kieran this whole time that I could barely wrap my mind around the fact that he’d just tasked me with more training responsibilities. I hadn’t asked to leave my room, I’d asked to walk the citadel with a guard. There was a difference. But Elio knew that. I suspected this was his way of keeping me so busy I wouldn’t have time to think about the gilded cage he’d put me in.

​“Training? What kind of training?”

​“Hand-to-hand combat. You are powerful when you have your crystal, but what happens if the Nocturians take it from you? I can’t have my Flower wilting in the hands of the dark elves.”

​Of course not. He wanted to be the only one to make me wilt.

​“Atreis will be by this afternoon,” Elio smiled at me from across the table and it took everything within me to give him a warm smile in return. I had to remind myself I was supposed to be grateful, and that Elio saw this as a gift.

​“I look forward to beginning my training,” I nodded.

​“Good. I knew you would be.”

​He finished his breakfast and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek before leaving, and I sagged in my chair the moment he was gone.

***

​My training with Garrick went much the same as the day before. I attempted to tap into the light within and came up short. I handed Garrick my crystal and he held it as if it were a live crab ready to snap at him at any moment. My trainer walked me back to my room and I had about twenty minutes of down time before there was another knock on my door.

​I got up with a groan and opened my door to find Atreis standing there holding two books in his hands.

​“Good afternoon, I know I’m a bit early, but I wanted to give you a chance to read these before we got started.” He let himself in and set two heavy tomes down on my table. One was titled The Soldiers Guide to Hand-to-Hand Combat, and the other was The Basics of Light Magic.

​“Thank you. Are these from Elio’s office library?” I remembered the prince had a decent collection of books in his office.

​“No,” Atreis shook his head. “I got them from the library downstairs.”

​“Downstairs?”

We had a library in the citadel? That was news to me.

“Where downstairs?”

​“Next to the storage rooms. Has no one shown you?” Atreis seemed surprised that I didn’t know about it.

​“No,” I replied and tried not to pout. My time locked up in my room would have gone much faster if I had a few books to read.

​“Can you take me there?” I asked, trying not to sound too eager.

​“Sure,” he nodded absently.

​I nodded understanding and shrugged my shoulders hoping I looked unaffected by his answer.

​“How does tomorrow sound?”

​“That’d be great!” I winced at the obvious excitement in my own voice.

​Atreis just laughed. “It’s nice to have a fellow bookworm in the citadel. I’ll be back in an hour to start your training.”

​“Sounds good. Thank you.”

​Atreis gave me a small bow before leaving the room. Then I was alone with the first two books I’d seen since visiting Elio’s office months ago.

​The Soldiers Guide to Hand-to-Hand Combat. I ran my finger over the leather binding of the book and tried to will myself to leaf through its pages, but The Basics of Light Magic was calling my name. I put the combat book down and started with the other tome.

​I opened the book to the table of contents and skimmed my options. A chapter titled The Light from Within caught my interest.

​Every Seraphyne is born with a natural light within their soul. Tap into that light to extend your power. If your light is too weak, you must draw on your own strength and memories of your own achievements to light your crystal.

​Hmm. I’d have to try that during training tomorrow.

​I skipped ahead a few more chapters and landed on one titled, The Light Bringer.

​The ancients believed that the sun god himself laid with an elf who bore him a son. This child became the first king of Luminaria and he had the power to call forth an orb of light that could rival the sun itself in brightness. The orb could be used for protection or defence against any and all magic.

​This power still exists to this day and is passed down from King to son in every generation.

​Interesting. I should ask Elio what it feels like to be a Light Bringer. Maybe that’s why his light magic comes so easily to him. He’s the son of the king, and thus carries within more light than anyone else in Luminaria.

The ancients also believed that the Mother of Darkness laid with an elf, and she gave birth to a son that became the first king of Nocturia. He carried within him the power to call upon the darkness, making even the brightest day as dark as night. This darkness naturally calls forth the spirits who dwell within the shadows. They are the protectors of the forest and hold no allegiance to anyone but themselves.

Generation after generation the powers of light and dark have passed from king to son. The only exception being if the son chooses to abdicate the throne, his power will automatically transfer to the next ruler of his choosing.

This book was giving me far more questions than answers. I continued to flip through the pages hoping to find some information on dark magic or even portal magic, but of course there was none.

Wait a second… Just because this book doesn’t have any information on dark magic, that doesn’t mean there aren’t any in the library. Right now, at this very moment, there might be a book on dark magic just sitting on a shelf collecting dust, and if I weren’t trapped in this room I could get to it.

Atreis said he’d take me to the library tomorrow. I’ll just have to be sneaky if I find a book on dark magic and conceal it the best I can. Maybe I could even convince him it’s to better understand the enemy. He’d believe that right? I chewed my bottom lip as I pondered my dilemma.

I spent the next hour flipping through both books at my table and nearly jumped when Atreis knocked on my door again.

“You may enter,” I yelled from my place at the table. I’d discovered that the combat book had pictures which were proving very helpful with picturing how to perform both the defensive and offensive moves the Seraphyne’s make in battle. If I ever had to fight my way out of here, this knowledge might prove to be very useful.

“Hello again,” Elio’s half brother saw that I already had my pale blue training sweatsuit on and smiled. “I see that you’re ready to go. I figured we could train in the courtyard where you and Garrick train.”

I did very little to hide my frown. I wanted out of my room, and to go somewhere new. If only to expand my world just a little bit wider.

“Is that alright?” he asked. The light behind his eyes seemed to dim a little as he shifted on his feet looking uneasy at my disappointment.

“Is there anywhere else we could train? I’d prefer to keep the courtyard separate for magic wielding with Garrick.”

It was his turn to frown as he furrowed his brows and tapped his chin.

“We’d need a space big enough for us to move around in.”

I looked out the window as I, too, tried to think of where we could go. Where did I want to go that was restricted from me now? My first thought was the library. I longed to know where it was and what books it contained.

“What about a storage room?” I blurted out. He’d said they were next to the library.

When he raised an inquisitive eyebrow at me I pressed on. “The days are getting shorter and colder, and soon enough we’ll be training outside in the dark shivering the entire time.”

“I see your point.” He tapped his chin again. “But a storage room?”

“Why not? If there’s an empty one downstairs it’ll be a warm and private place to practice.”

​Atreis looked me up and down with a pensive expression. “Alright, let’s go look and see what we can find.”

​I couldn’t contain the smile that spread across my face, but thankfully I was able to prevent myself from doing a little happy dance of celebration. I just wanted to see where that library was and if it would be possible for me to sneak in if I wanted to get some books that would otherwise be restricted from my possession.

​Atreis began walking and waved for me to follow him. I quickly fell into line following his lead, attempting to memorize the path we took.

​Turn right down the hallway, down two flights of stairs, take a left turn down that hallway, go down a half flight of stairs, and…

​My breath caught as I got my first distant glimpse of the citadel library. Two large double doors stood open, revealing a large room filled with rows and rows of books.

​“Good evening,” Atreis’s greeting brought my attention back to where I currently stood. I nearly missed the guard that was posted right outside the stairwell. Damn. I’d hoped there might not be any guards in this hallway.

​“What do they store down here?” I couldn’t help but wonder. Some of this stuff must be important, if they had a guard posted here.

​“A little bit of everything,” Atreis began as we walked past the first storage room which was far too full for us to use. “Weapons, general supplies, and a small store of food only to be used if we are under siege.”

​“So that’s why they have a guard down here,” I surmised.

​He nodded his head as we walked to the next storage room, which also led us closer to the library.

​“I’d assume so. The queen wouldn’t want her enemies to get their hands on her reserve of weapons or food.”

​He nearly snarled when he said the queen as if the words themselves left a bad taste in his mouth.

​“I see.”

​This next storage room was also full. There seemed to be only one more in this hallway and I prayed that it had enough space in it for us to use. I wanted to stay near the library to give me a better chance of understanding how to get in and out.

​As we approached the next room we were close enough to the library for me to see someone was ushering out the last visitors and turning off all the lamps and torches.

​“Who is that?”

​I got another glimpse of this mystery person and could see they had dark hair pulled back in a tight bun. They had elf ears but no wings. They must be Jinarian, and a very prim and proper one at that given the way there wasn’t a hair out of place or a single wrinkle on their clothes.

​“Kei? She’s the keeper of the library.”

​“How long has Kei been the keeper?” There weren’t very many Jinarian’s here so I had to wonder why she chose to stay over the years.

​Atreis furrowed his brows as we walked. “Now that you mention it, I’m not sure. She’s been here longer than me, perhaps much longer even.”

​“How old are you?” I realized I had never asked, and given elves could live to be five hundred, his young face could be that of a twenty year old or a forty year old.

​“I’m still a young male according to most, just thirty five years old.”

​His neutral expression gave way to a boyish grin.

​“You’re just a baby,” I teased.

​“Says the person who’s only twenty eight,” he laughed.

​“Before I turned into an elf, I was considered an older adult, not exactly middle-aged according to my people, but I was much closer to it than you are,” I retorted.

​“Right,” he rolled his eyes in mock derision. “Should I consider you my elder then?”

​“Maybe you should,” I teased.

​My gaze strayed to the room full of books again and asked, “Does the queen ever visit the library?”

​It would be a valuable piece of information to know that if I attempted to sneak into that room of knowledge, I might run into the queen herself.

​“No,” he shook his head. “But I see Aria here often enough.”

​That I hadn’t expected, but it made sense. The queen seemed to always have her working on one project or another.

​The next room we entered was empty enough to be considered a good space for us to work in.

​“This will do,” Atries said as he looked around the large space. Then he pulled out two wooden swords from the hilt on his belt.

​“Will you be training me on how to use a sword?” I asked as he handed me one of the fake wooden blades.

​“Not yet, but soon. First I want to see what your reaction time is like, and how well you ward off an attack when someone comes straight at you.”

​“Alright,” I eyed him suspiciously. I had a feeling that he wasn’t going to go easy on me, and this concrete floor suddenly looked like a very bad idea.

​“You ready?”

​I looked around the room before acknowledging his question. “Should we lay down some blankets or straw in case I fall?”

​“Ah, you won’t need that. I’ve seen you train with Garrick. You should be fine.”

​“Yes, but that was to face a mountain. I’ve never trained to face down an elf before.”

​Atreis brushed aside my worries and I was both happy and terrified that he had so much confidence in me.

​“Stand at the ready, Lavonna. I want to see what you’ve got.” He narrowed his eyes at me looking ready for battle.

​“Oh, okay.” I stood there in a half squatted position with my hands up ready to brace for any attack he threw my way.

​I was, in fact, not ready for him. Atreis came at me with far more strength than he needed to and I soon found myself flat on my ass looking up at the ceiling. I wasn’t even sure what had happened. Did I even touch him before he swiped his leg under my feet causing me to fall?

​Atreis’s concerned face hovered in my vision as he stood over me. “Did you even try?”

​“Yes, I tried. I was giving it my all,” I huffed as I got back up to my feet.

​“That’s…disturbing,” he admitted with a scrunched up face.

​I did my best not to roll my eyes. This was starting to feel eerily similar to my first day of training with Garrick, which if I recall correctly, also didn’t go well.

​“Like I said, I don’t have any experience with combat, and training to climb a mountain is much different than training how to fight.”

​“I guess so,” he scratched his chin. “I just thought you’d been joking about your lack of experience.”

​“Why would I be joking?” I threw my hands up in exasperation.

​“Because you avoided all the wraiths in the Valley of Death.”

​“Right,” I huffed. “I had a lot of luck on my side.”

​That and a lot of Seraphyne males to distract the wraiths from attacking me. My blood still boiled with rage every time I thought of their useless deaths.

​“I think that’s enough for today,” Atreis sighed. “I’m going to have to rethink my approach to training you.”

​“Sorry to be such a burden,” I quipped.

​“It’s no burden,” Atreis’s voice was thick with compassion and as I met his gaze I found he was being genuine. That open, earnest spirit was still strong within him as he gave off a light all his own. His honesty was refreshing and I was happy that we were friends.

​He led me back to my room where I laid awake thinking about books on magic, sword fighting, and Lords of Light, and finally drifted off to sleep with images of a certain sexy Nocturian running through my mind.




Chapter 6

Power & Secrets
















Elio arrived at breakfast right on time, being irritatingly prompt per usual. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever stopped being angry about the fact that when I wanted him, he was never around, and now that I didn’t I couldn’t get rid of him.

I brushed my finger along the top of his hand in greeting. “Good morning.”

A forced smile drew upon his face. “Good morning, my flower. How did practice with Atreis go yesterday?”

“It went well enough,” I replied before taking a sip of tea. “He…assessed where my combat skills are currently.”

“Very good,” he nodded as he took a bite of toast.

“What about you? How are things going at the border?”

“They’ve been better,” he growled. Apparently they’ve been much better. I wonder if they’ve gotten bad enough that he actually has to go to the border now instead of just lying to me about it.

“Do you ever use the power of the Light Bringer against the Nocturians?” I asked to continue the conversation as well as figure out why he’d never told me about this ability before.

It still seemed so bizarre that he hadn’t revealed his Light Bringer power to me yet. He seemed to thrive on intimidation, and I don’t think there’d be anything scarier than an orb of light as powerful as the sun bearing down on me. I bet he could burn the flesh off his enemies in a matter of seconds with that kind of heat.

“What did you say?” His tone was dangerously low and the neutral expression he usually carried on his face turned into a scowl. Elio clenched his fists and rose from the table to stalk toward me.

“I- I only asked about your Light Bringer power. I read that it passes down from King to son.”

“Where did you read that? I’ve given you no books.” He continued to stalk toward me, his fists clenching and unclenching. A knot formed in my stomach as I watched him approach my side of the table. I knew I wouldn’t like whatever was going to happen next.

I got up and stumbled backward in an attempt to keep a safe distance between me and him.

“I received a few books to help me with my training.” I didn’t want to rat Atreis out. He might be protected by Elio, but that could always change.

“Garrick gave you books?”

“No!” I shook my head. Shit. That only left one other option.

Elio narrowed his eyes. “It was Atreis then.”

I neither confirmed nor denied that statement.

Elio pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Bring me the books.”

I did as I was told, and handed him the two tomes on combat and light magic.

“I will be taking these with me. Atreis meant well, but I will teach all you need to know about magic.”

“But you haven’t taught me anythi-”

Elio’s hand was around my throat in an instant. He lifted me until my feet dangled in the air.

I pushed against him as I struggled to breathe.

“I have taught you the most valuable lesson of all. There is no one you can trust in Luminaria. Not even me.”

“Liar,” I rasped. I didn’t like being reminded that my fated mate was my number one enemy in this citadel. And besides that, he was wrong. I could trust people in Luminaria. I could trust Mara, and Garrick, Farryn, and Kieran. He’d been here once. He’d saved me when no one else could.

Elio tightened his grip on my neck, and darkness creeped in at the edges of my vision. I wanted to remind Elio that he needed me, that my strength was his to syphon, but no words would come.

My mind started to drift and I knew I was losing consciousness.

Help. I called out in my mind. Please. As my vision continued to blur a purple thread appeared, much like the one I’d seen when I was still on earth. It had been that thread that had saved me from the poisonous vines.

I reached out in my mind and grabbed onto that thread, and I heard a gasp moments before I saw him…wide eyed, sitting alone on a riverbank. Kieran. Darkness surrounded me now, and all I could see was his face.

He looked down and saw the thick purple thread that flowed from his heart to mine. He grabbed onto it and filled it with as much power as he could.

Then, as a lightning bolt of strength filled my veins, I pushed back against Elio, and sent him flying. His back hit the far wall and he fell to the floor. I collapsed to the ground gasping for air and trembling.

The knowledge that what Kieran and I had was important, flooded my mind like the glow of a lighthouse in a storm. This bond didn’t exist simply because he was a prince. Elio was also a prince and yet our connection was weak at best. No, Kieran and I were more…and Elio and I were nothing. We were not mates. That fact had never been more clear to me than it was right now. I didn’t know why, but Aria was lying. The seer who’d never been wrong was intentionally letting everyone believe that Elio and I were mates when we so clearly were not, and I wanted to know why.

My buzzing thoughts were interrupted as Garrick burst through the door panting as if he’d run a long distance to get to my room.

He saw Elio on the floor, and quickly straightened. His eyes shifted from me to Elio and he gave me a slight nod before fixing his expression from shock to concern.

“My Prince! I heard a loud noise and came to investigate.”

He rushed to Elio’s side and helped the prince to his feet.

“Thank you, Garrick. I…” He looked at me and narrowed his eyes. “I tripped and hit my back against the wall, but I’m fine now.”

His highness straightened out his clothes and extended and retracted his wings twice while grimacing.

I’d done that. I’d thrown him against the wall so hard that it hurt his wings. It seemed like poetic justice given the fact that he refused to teach me how to fly. I still couldn’t even get myself an inch off the ground no matter how hard I tried. Whatever trick there was to achieving flight, it continued to elude me.

“Here,” Elio pulled my power crystal out of his pocket and handed it to Garrick. “Since you’re here you can go ahead and escort my mate to the courtyard for training.”

He nearly snarled when he said my mate. It felt so wrong coming from him. All of this was wrong, being trapped in this room, having my power crystal kept from me, pretending to be mated to someone I hated… I needed to get out of here before things got any worse, before I was in more danger than I already was.

“Of course,” Garrick nodded. “Come, my lady. Let’s be on our way.”

My trainer nearly pushed me out the door. He was walking so fast, and he kept that pace all the way to the courtyard when he turned on me and started pelting me with questions.

“What the hell happened in there?”

I eyed him curiously. I had a few questions of my own.

“How did you know to save me?”

He reeled back as if he’d been slapped. “What?”

“You heard me. You were out of breath as if you’d been running.”

“I’d…I’d heard a noise and rushed to your room to make sure you were alright.”

“Bullshit,” I bit out. “I’ve seen you run. It takes a long time for you to even break a sweat. You would have had to cross a long distance to be panting like that.”

Garrick let out a resigned sigh and sat down on a nearby bench. “Someone tipped me off that you were in danger.”

“Who?”

Had Kieran somehow told him to come find me?

“I can’t say.”

“Why?” I asked through gritted teeth. I was getting real fed up with his unwillingness to share even the most basic of information.

“Let it go, Lavonna,” he warned. The frustration in his voice was evident.

“Fine,” I bit out and turned my back on him.

If he couldn’t tell me this one small piece of information, how could I possibly trust him? All the hopes I’d had about letting him in on my plans suddenly vanished.

“If you won’t tell me who tipped you off, then I won’t tell you what happened.”

I knew it was petty, but I was angry. I wanted to trust Garrick, but he was making it really fucking hard to do so at the moment.

“Fine,” he grumbled, then got to his feet. “Here,” he handed me my crystal and, like always, it felt like all was right again when I held it in my hands.

I let its power course through me and breathed a sigh of relief. My heart was still racing due to everything that had just happened. Elio nearly choked me to death, I pulled on my bond with Kieran, he’d given me strength and I sent that bastard flying. But now I was here, outside, sitting on a bench in the courtyard. I had to get my head back in the game, bring myself back to the present.

“Quit daydreaming and show me what you’ve got,” Garrick interrupted my thoughts and I wanted to punch him.

I gave him my best snarl and readied myself to make some magic happen.

Draw on your own strength. That’s what the book had said. My own strength.

I closed my eyes and remembered what it felt like to climb Mount Vorstrek for the first time. My hands were bloody from all the jagged rocks, my arms had been so tired, but I made it to the top. I’d done that. Not Elio, not even Kieran. He had helped pull me over the lip of the mountain, but I had climbed up by myself.

“You’re doing it!” Garrick cheered.

I opened my eyes to find a blinding beam of light at the end of my crystal. I concentrated on that light and imagined it to be as sharp as the jagged rocks that had cut my hands.

Its shape shifted from a beam to a crisp double-edged sword.

“Here! Slice this rock!” Garrick turned my body so I was facing a large stone that he’d placed in the courtyard three days ago.

I lowered my sword and watched as the rock turned red from the heat of my magic blade. I put pressure on it as I would a steak knife cutting through a slab of meat.

The sword sank deeper into the stone, making it glow white hot. And then as I pressed down one more time, it sliced through completely, even searing the grass underneath.

“I…I did it,” I breathed, hardly able to believe my eyes.

Tears streamed down my face as relief flooded my body like the cool touch of aloe on a burn. I hadn’t been sure I could actually master the power of light and create a sword. But right now, in this moment, I was holding just such a weapon, a sword that sliced through stone.

Farryn, I whispered in my mind. It won’t be long now.

Well done, Lavonna. I knew you could do it.

Did you see me be successful in a vision? I couldn’t help but ask.

I’ve seen you be successful in a great many visions.

I let my power drift back into my crystal as I fell to my knees. Her words struck me like pinpricks of joy as if she were an acupuncturist poking me in all the right places and releasing emotions I didn’t even know  I’d been suppressing.

I’ve seen you be successful in a great many visions. Did that mean she saw me really getting out of this place? I’d never wished to be a seer before, but right now, I’d give anything to see a vision of myself running free through Nocturia. I wanted to swim in the lake Kieran had been sitting by. I wanted to shop at the bakery he tried to show me, and I wanted to fly… What would it be like to ride a strong wind above the mountain tops? What would Luminaria look like from so high up in the air? Small. I hoped it would look very very small and inconsequential, just as I hoped that one day it would be a very small and inconsequential part of my life. Just a bad memory that helped shape who I had become but no longer determined my destiny.

One day my future would be my own. I would determine my own steps. I would walk tall with my power crystal in hand and no one would dictate to me where to go or what to do. One day…one day I’d have it all.

“Are you alright,” Garrick’s voice was soft and unsure. It was not his forte to comfort someone, but he was doing his best.

“Yeah,” I sighed and wiped the tears off my cheeks.

“Let me help you up.” He grasped my elbow and helped me to my feet.

“You never cease to impress me Lavonna.” Garrick smiled down at me.

“Thank you,” I smiled, then an embarrassing hiccup escaped my mouth.

“Come on. I think you’ve done enough for today. Let’s celebrate this victory.”

He started to walk toward the entrance back inside when I halted my steps.

“Wait. I want to try it again. Just to make sure it was real and not a fluke.”

My trainer nodded with a knowing smile on his face. “Go ahead.”

I held out my crystal and cleared my mind of all thoughts except for my own personal victories. I thought of my trek up the mountain, my run through the Valley of Death, my survival in the dungeons of Nocturia, and how less than an hour ago, I’d throw Elio against the wall.

Again a bright beam of light lit up the space before me, and I molded that light into a sword. It wasn’t a mistake. I’d really done it.

A sob escaped me, but I held my emotions in check. I’d cried enough already. Luminaria would have no more of my tears.

I longed to mix my dark magic with this light, but I knew if I did, it’d just make Garrick angry. So I held my power back. I’d get a chance to mix the light and dark together one day, but not today.

“Well done!” Garrick clapped and I loved seeing the pride in his eyes. If I’d ever had an older brother, I’d like to imagine he’d be like Garrick, dry humored but kind.

One day I’d see him outside of these walls, I vowed to myself. I bet he’d be a lot less grumpy then.

“You know what? Let’s really celebrate,” Garrick’s face lit up with a sly smile. “There’s a tavern not too far from here that serves the best stew. Let’s go get some.”




Chapter 7

Rumors
















​When Garrick suggested we go to a local tavern for lunch I enthusiastically agreed. It was rare enough for me to be able to leave my room, let alone leave the citadel altogether. The tavern was still within the city walls, but outside of the castle itself.

​We approached an unassuming door with a picture of a glass of beer hanging above it, letting everyone know what was inside.

​“You’re going to love their beef stew. It’s the best in the city.” Garrick commented as he pushed the door open.

​“Do you come here often?” I asked as I took in the sight of the large room filled with tables, a bar, barkeep, and patrons enjoying lunch and some spirits.

​“I uh…I used to.” Garrick averted my gaze as if he were ashamed. “Shortly after the queen forced me into her service, I came here quite often. I would drink myself into a stupor every night hoping to forget the tragedy that had befallen me, but I soon realized it didn’t help and it never would.”

​“I’m so sorry you’ve suffered so much under her hand,” I gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

​“Thank you, but the suffering she has put me through is far less than what many others have experienced.”

​“It’s not pie, Garrick,” I chuckled. “There’s enough suffering to go around. It helps no one for you to invalidate your own feelings no matter how your plight compares to others. If you’re sad, you’re sad. If you’re hurting inside, you’re hurting. You’re free to admit that. At least in my presence you are.”

​“Thank you again,” he nodded, then led us to a large rectangular table that seated ten. Four males sat on the opposite end, two Lunarkins and two Seraphynes, and drank their ale as they told jokes and ate their lunch.

​“Good afternoon to ya, Commander Garrick,” an older seraphyne woman wearing a white shirt, brown skirt, and a yellow apron greeted us.

“Good afternoon, Sandrie. Can you get my friend and I some of your famous beef stew?” He gave the older woman a polite smile.

“Of course, coming right up.” Sandrie smiled and made her way back to the kitchen.

I leaned in closer to my companion and whispered, “commander?”

As far as I could tell Garrick held no high rank in the queen’s guard. He was special because of his power not because of his post.

“It’s…a long story,” Garrick trailed off.

“What brings you here, commander?” One of the Lunarkins scooted down the bench to speak with us, and soon after the rest of his small group did the same.

Garrick gave them all a warm smile and patted the Lunarkin on the shoulder. “I’m here to celebrate. My friend here has made great strides in mastering light magic, and I couldn’t be prouder of her.”

Five sets of eyes all turned toward me, but it was Garrick’s that held my attention. I was so choked up that I didn’t trust myself to speak, but they were all looking at me, so I had to say something.

“Th-,” my voice came out as a squeak, but I cleared my throat and tried again. “Thank you.”

“Ah don’t thank me, you earned it.”

“So you’re the chosen one, eh?” The Seraphyne sitting closest to me looked me up and down, sizing me up.

“So it seems,” I gave him an awkward smile.

“I’ve heard about you,” the Lunarkin spoke up again.

“Oh yeah, what did you hear?” I kept my voice light and my tone teasing, but I was more than casually interested in what he had to say.

“She said you were on our side.”

That…was unexpected.

“Who is this she you are referring to, friend?” Garrick asked.

“The Heretic, she’s returned.” The Lunarkin spoke in a reverent tone as if this heretic he mentioned was someone worthy of great respect.

Garrick sat back and stroked the stubble on his chin while doing his best to hold back a smile. “The Heretic you say?”

“Yes, my cousin said he saw her,” the Seraphyne male in the back spoke up.

“And what did she have to say to your cousin?” Garrick asked as casually as one asking about the weather.

“She said to be ready. She said a battle is coming and to expect things to get much worse before they get better.”

Garrick nodded his head and was about to say something in response when Sandrie returned with two bowls of stew. The older woman set the bowls before us and handed us each a cloth napkin that had been rolled around a spoon.

“Thank you,” Garrick nodded to our server.

“We’ll let you eat,” The Lunarkin said as he began to move away from us. “But it’s good to see you again sir.”

“It’s good to see you too,” Garrick nodded.

I took a bite of my stew and sighed with pleasure as the warm broth ran over my tongue. It was good.

We ate in silence for a time and once the group of males at our table left I finally felt safe enough to ask Garrick the questions that had been burning in the back of my mind.

“Who is this Heretic and why were you smiling so much when they spoke of her?”

“They spoke of rumors, nothing more,” he brushed my comment aside.

“Then why are you smiling so much if they are just rumors?”

Garrick leaned in close and whispered, “Let’s just say my friend is usually to blame for these sorts of things, but since the queen knows full well that they couldn’t have possibly started this rumor, they might be safe for once. Besides, the queen had it coming. The rich elites of Luminaria are all scared. I didn’t know why but this new information explains it. The queen and the prince will be hosting a garden party tomorrow to assuage their fears, so they will be…preoccupied for most of the afternoon.”

“Preoccupied?” I raised an eyebrow up at him.

“Very preoccupied,” he stated again.

I would have to think of what I could do with that window of time. It’d be a shame to let such an opportunity go to waste.

“Who do you think started the rumor then?” I turned the conversation to a safer topic.

“It has to be the Nocturians. They have the motive and they’ve been slowly building their relationships back up with the small Seraphyne villages that line our border. They could have easily started a rumor like this.”

“How do you know it’s a rumor?”

He’d been so quick to brush aside the possibility that this person could actually be visiting people in the flesh.

“Could the Heretic-”

“No,” he cut me off with a grimace. “The Heretic is dead.” He averted his gaze and clenched his right fist. He looked as if he were a man fighting some inner pain that only he could feel. Was he close to this woman?

“Was she the leader of the Heretic’s Rebellion?”

“Yes.” He turned away from me to eat his stew and said nothing more.

A few minutes later he abruptly stood and said, “I need to get you back. Atreis will be arriving to your quarters soon for your combat training.”

“Oh, alright.” I was disappointed to have to leave the tavern. It was a much needed outing and I wasn’t sure when I’d be able to leave the inner walls of the citadel again.

Maybe I could wander about tomorrow afternoon… I’d have to distract the guard that stood outside my door, but once he was dealt with no one would stop me from roaming wherever I pleased. 
​The queen had a strange ability to see everything that went on in her castle, but I doubt that would be the case tomorrow. As Garrick said, she will be quite distracted.
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My Brother’s Keeper 
















​Garrick did as promised, and led me back to my room where Atreis was already waiting for me. “Good afternoon,” Garrick bowed to the prince’s half brother.

​“Afternoon, Garrick,” Atreis bowed in return, letting his dark brown hair fall in front of his eyes before he straightened again.

​“I’ll leave you to it. Good luck to you both,” Garrick turned and closed the door behind him leaving Atreis and I alone together.

​“How are you today?” I began as a way of having light conversation.

​“I’m…um, I’m well.” He stammered as he bent down to pick up the pieces of a vase that Elio had broken. He wouldn’t meet my gaze.

​“You don’t have to do that.” I tried to get him to stop.

​“I don’t mind,” he said as he continued to pick up the shards of broken ceramic pieces.

​“Ow,” he hissed as he accidently cut himself.

​“See, I told you to leave it alone.”

​I grabbed his wrist and led him over to my sink.

​“Let’s get you cleaned up so we can head down to the library.”

​I’d been looking forward to seeing the space for myself ever since he’d mentioned its existence. The amount of knowledge I could gain was unfathomable, and I could barely contain my excitement.

​“Lavonna, don’t,” he sighed as he stilled my hand with his own and pulled out a clean cloth from his pocket. “Your kindness is not necessary.”

​“My kindness is not necessary?” I laughed at his absurd statement. “Of course it is. We’re friends aren’t we?”

​Atreis flashed me a nervous look and continued to clean his hand.
​“We are friends aren’t we?” I asked again, feeling more unsure than I had before. Why wouldn’t he meet my eyes, and why wouldn’t he let me help him?

​“Atreis?” I said his name as a question when he still wouldn’t answer me.

​“I-” He began struggling to find the right words. “I can’t take you to the library,” he finally uttered.

​He found the courage to meet my eyes and I saw the unshed tears that threatened to spill over onto his face.

“I can’t take you to the library,” he said again.

​“Oh,” a knot formed in my stomach as I feared the worst.

“That’s no big deal. I’m sure we can go tomorrow instead,” I hedged.

“We can’t go tomorrow,” Atreis admitted solemnly as he ran a hand down his face. “We can’t go ever.”

​“But the books. They were so helpful. Even today I was able to use my light magic with far more strength and focus than ever before,” I said in an attempt to convince him of how worthwhile a trip to the library would be.             

He simply shook his head, and with each side to side movement my dreams came crashing down.

​“I’m sorry. I can’t.”

​“Why?” I was getting angry now. I’d been rebuffed at every turn. I’d trained hard only to have my power taken from me, and now Atreis couldn’t fulfill this one simple request.

​“I have orders.”

​“From who?!”

​“You know who,” he sighed.

​Mara walked in just then but I would not be deterred from this line of questioning.

​“Say it, Atreis. Say it outloud,” I commanded.

​He let out a shuddering breath and said his brother’s name, “Elio.”

​“You called him a jailor once,” I began again as I stared him down with my arms crossed over my chest. “Was it me you were referring to? Am I the one in prison?”

​He didn’t speak, just nodded his head.

​“Can you do anything other than obey your brother’s commands?” I demanded. “Can you find it within yourself to be loyal to anyone other than him?”

​“He protects me,” the dark-haired Seraphyne whispered.

​“And who protects ME?” I asked as I pointed my finger to my chest. I was shaking with anger now, seething with it.

Everyone had their own little system of protection and betrayal in this place. Their need to survive had blinded them. They could not see the forest through the trees. They couldn’t see that if they simply helped one another they could be free of this place.

​“If you won’t take me to the library, then…” I looked at Mara and remembered her dream of training to be a soldier. “Then train Mara in combat as you train me.”

​His jaw fell open as he looked at my Lunarkin friend. Mara gasped but held her hands together as if in prayer as she looked to Atreis with pleading eyes.

​“What if we get caught?” He asked.

​“That will be my concern not yours. Will you do it? Will you grant me this one request? Do you have the courage to stand on your own two feet and make this one decision on your own?”

​He looked to Mara, then me, and clenched his jaw so hard I could hear his teeth grind.

​“I am not my brother,” he retorted.

​“Prove it,” I challenged. “If you are not your brother then do something your brother would never do.”

​“Fine,” he growled and I could have sworn he stood slightly taller than before. Light flashed behind his eyes hinting at a power that lay hidden deep within him. Perhaps one day he’d rival Garrick in strength, but not today. He had a long way to go yet. Smooth seas never made a skilled sailor and Atreis would never grow as long as he lived in the shadow of his brother.

​“Let’s go.” He turned to lead us to the storage room and Mara did a silent little dance behind his back. Seeing the joy on her face brought a warmth to my soul that I hadn’t felt since that night I laid safely in Kieran’s arms. There was so little joy in this place that I wanted to hold onto what little I could.

​I let my anger fade and gave Mara a big smile. This was her dream, but we’d have to tread carefully. This dream could quickly turn into a nightmare if we got caught.

​We followed Atreis to the storage room where he seemed to have revived his normal calm demeanor. Once the door was closed and locked behind us we got to work.

​He showed us how to stand, block, and dodge. Mara was much better at it than me. It was as if her powerful stout body were made for combat, and I suspected if the queen hadn’t made it illegal, the Lunarkins would have the most impressive army in the realm.

​“Like this?” Mara asked as she held up the wooden sword Atreis had lent her.

​“Ah, no. You’ll want to keep your elbow a little higher.”

​Atreis was getting into the flow of instructor once again, and as he showed Mara how to properly hold a sword, I thought about my dilemma with the library. It was so close, and yet so far.

​If I left this room and took a short walk down the hallway I’d be right there, but I knew Atreis wouldn’t let me go, and the guard standing at the end of the hallway had probably been given instructions to stop me if I got too close to that room of knowledge.

​Mara was working up a sweat and wiped her brow with her servant’s apron then removed it altogether.

It was then that I finally got the idea I needed. I buzzed with so much excitement for the rest of the training session that Atreis had to correct my footing twice.

​“I think that’s enough for today,” he finally conceded and I waited with baited breath to finally be alone with Mara to tell her of my plan.

​“Thank you so much, Atreis. You have no idea what this means to me.” Mara smiled up at the young Seraphyne and he gave her a warm smile in return.

​“I enjoyed training you, Mara.” Atreis looked pensive for a moment before he continued. “It’s not right that the Lunarkins have been banned from combat. I know my act of defiance is small, but it feels like a step in the right direction.”

​“Defiance suits you,” I complimented. I’d say anything to encourage him to stand apart from his brother.

​“We’ll see about that,” he gave us both a small bow before leaving.

​“Mara!” I grabbed my friend by the shoulders as soon as we were alone. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask you first, but I remembered you said you wanted to train as a soldier and I thought since he was already training me, that I might as well ask.”

​“Don’t apologize,” she laughed. “Tonight was a dream come true for me. I never imagined I’d get a real lesson like that. Do you think he’ll keep his word to keep training me?”

​“He better,” I muttered and Mara laughed again.

​“What had you two been fighting about when I came in?”

​“The library. Elio won’t let him take me, but I’ve got a brilliant idea about that.”

​“Okay, I’m listening.” Mara chewed on her bottom lip as she sat down on my bed ready to hear what I had to say. She had a right to be nervous. The last time I told her I had a plan, I’d described what was essentially a suicide mission to rescue a prisoner.

​“Garrick told me that the queen and Elio will be hosting an important garden party tomorrow, which will have their full attention the entire afternoon. I was thinking, if you could bring me a servant’s outfit and escort another servant into my room to use the stairs to the kitchen then I could leave with my head down and the guard will think I’m just that same servant leaving again.”

​“Hmm,” Mara tapped her chin as she thought about my plan. “That could work, but it might be more believable if I left with you. We could carry laundry down the hall until we were out of sight.”

​“That would make it look more convincing,” I agreed.

​“So you’ll do it? You’ll help me sneak into the library?”

​“Of course! I’m not afraid of sneaking around a little,” she laughed.

​“Thank you!” I hugged my friend and thanked her a million more times before she left. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been excited to face a new day. I felt re-energized and ready to face the world head on. It took me a while but I was eventually able to force myself to go to bed, because tomorrow I was going to that library.




Chapter 9

To the Library!
















​This morning was the first time since I’d been back that Elio did not have breakfast with me, and thank god for that. I didn’t think I could handle pretending to like him today. I had so much nervous excitement flowing through me that I could hardly sit still. So instead, I paced the room back and forth and checked my appearance every ten seconds.

​I was wearing the maid’s outfit Mara had dropped off this morning. It was a plain gray dress with a white apron on top.

​Knock, knock, knock. This was it. It was finally time!

​I threw a robe over my dress just in case it wasn’t Mara at the door, and opened it.

​“Good afternoon, my lady,” Mara greeted me a little louder than what was necessary. It was in our best interest that the guard noticed a servant coming in with Mara so it wouldn’t be strange when a servant left as well.

​“Good afternoon, Mara. Please come in.”

​I moved out of the doorway and let both women pass through the entrance. Mara quickly shut the door behind her and placed a very convincing smile on her face.

​“May Satcia use your stairwell to get to the kitchens?” She asked with an innocent expression on her face.

​The other woman was a young Seraphyne who was looking around my room wide-eyed. I’m sure she hadn’t expected to see the mess I chose to live in. Maybe I’d get lucky and she’ll start talking to the other servants about the poor conditions the prince allowed his fated mate to live in.

​“Yes, of course. Go right ahead.” I ushered Satcia to the hidden stairwell and watched as she descended down to her destination.

​The first step was done. Now it was the hard part.

​“Here, I folded these last night for us to take today.” Mara split a stack of bed linens and handed half of them to me. She carried the other half and together we headed for the door.

​“You ready for this?” She asked.

​“Yes, I’m very ready,” I nodded.

​“Then let’s do this.” Mara pushed open the door and walked out first. I walked out behind her and held my breath for every step of that long hallway. I waited and waited for the guard to call to us, tell us to stop, do something, but no one followed us. We rounded the corner and were finally out of sight.

​I let out a deep sigh, but kept on walking. It wasn’t over yet. There was one more guard I needed to pass before I could be home free.

​Mara walked with me up until the very last stairwell.

​“Thank you for coming this far.” I smiled up at her as she stared down at me from the stairs.

​“Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you the rest of the way?”

​I shook my head. “I’m sure. I can’t risk you losing your job or being discovered as a traitor.”

​“Alright,” she pouted. “One day you’re going to let me in on the fun.”

​I let out a muffled laugh. Mara always knew how to put me at ease.

​“One day,” I promised.

With that I continued on my long walk to the library. I exited the stairwell and walked briskly past the guard standing at his post. Then, as soon as my feet passed the threshold of that great room, I finally breathed.

I didn’t pause for too long, however. It was still a possibility I could be noticed by someone. From the middle of the room to the far wall were book stacks filled to the brim with leather bound tomes. 

I made a Beeline for those stacks and hid myself as well as I could as I looked around the library to see who else was here.

There was an older Seraphyne woman who wore a gold sash that indicated she was one of the elites, browsing the section titled finance and taxes. A Lunarkin male sat at one of the tables reading next to a lamp, and then there was the librarian. Kei, one of the few Jinarians in Luminaria. She wore a loose tunic over fitted pants, and jer hair was tightly restrained to a tight bun that sat at the back of her head.

Her features were sharp and severe, and she generally came across as someone not to be messed with.

Her gaze caught mine and I quickly looked away. I didn’t want to gain her attention while I was here. I needed to get my books on dark magic and get out.

Just as I was about to walk around and start looking through the books, a familiar voice floated up to my ears. “Kei, may I have a moment of your time?” I turned to find Aria had also entered the library. Shit.

I hid myself even further into the stacks and tracked her every movement.

“Yes, how may I help you.” Kei’s voice came out even and unbothered.

“I need all the books you have on transfer crystals.”

“But I’ve given you all that I have.” The Jinarian replied.

“Are you sure? The manifest says we should have eight books, but you’ve only given me five.”

Kei shrugged her shoulders as if there was nothing she could possibly do to rectify the situation. “I’m quite sure.”

“I will double check for myself,” Aria snipped.

“That is your prerogative,” the librarian remarked, and I was impressed with her unbothered tone. She was either not as capable of a librarian as she looked, or she was lying to a seer, which was not an easy thing to do.

I tracked Aria’s movements through the library until she stopped at a section labeled Magic and Crystals. Damn, that’s where I needed to be. Unfortunately, she took her sweet time looking through the entire section and I had to nervously stand by as I watched the time tick by.

I was so focused on watching Aria that I didn’t hear the librarian approach me from behind.

“May I help you?”

I jumped when she spoke and she nearly dropped the book she was holding.

“I’m so sorry,” I apologized, but instead of responding the Jinarian just frowned at me for a long moment.

“It’s not every day someone feels as much trepidation as you do in a room full of books.”

Shit. I forgot since she’s Jinarian she can read my emotions.

“They won’t bite you know,” she laughed at her own joke.

​The older woman bent down and ever so casually bumped my arm as she placed the book she was holding in its rightful spot. It was a sly attempt to see if I was using illusion magic, but the servants' apron wasn’t an illusion.

​My gaze shifted back to Aria who was nearing the end of the book case, thank god.

​“Now that is one worth fearing,” Kei said.

​“Aria?”

​“The one and only,” she nodded. “Are you spying on her?” Kei asked.

​“No,” I shook my head. “I’d rather avoid her at the moment,” I admitted.

​“Why exactly are you here?” The librarian narrowed her eyes at me.

​“I need a book,” I tried to give her my most innocent expression but she wasn’t buying that for a second.

​She pinched the bridge of her nose and let out a long suffering sigh. “A book on what?”

​“I’d…I’d rather not say.” I didn’t attempt to give her a fake smile. She would see right through it.

​“I guess I can’t fault you for wanting a book while in a library, and look now’s your opportunity. The seer finally left.” Kei pointed to the empty spot where Aria had just been. Her hand was badly scarred as if it had been held under a flame. Kei saw me staring and quickly pulled her hand away. “Good luck finding your book,” she commented then went on her way.

​“Thank you, I’ll just be on my way then,” I gave the librarian a small bow as I slowly left the book stack and made my way to the section I’d been looking for. Magic and Crystals.

​I scanned the titles on the books. They ranged from The History of Crystals to Light Magic in the Time of War. I kept scanning until I finally found it. The Magic of Nocturia. I assumed this was going to be the closest thing I was going to find to a book on dark magic.

​I quickly flipped through the pages, scanning the chapters until one in particular caught my eye. Red Crystal Illusion Magic. Now that was interesting. Was it possible to use those red crystals for something other than bending people to your will?

​The chapter began, It’s not always convenient to change the appearance of an object for your purposes, so you may use the fragments of a red crystal to change people’s perception of the object instead.

​If you were to imbed red crystals in a wreath and place it where a tiara is supposed to be, people will see what they expect to see, which is a tiara. They can touch it, toss it, even taste it, and they will continue to see, feel, and taste what they believe should be there, a tiara.

​Change people’s perception, not the object itself. That’s genius! My thoughts drifted to the deserted courtyard that Kieran led me to. Beyond the door had been a red crystal that we broke together. I bet the fragments of that crystal are still there, and if I could embed those fragments into a rock then maybe I could hold onto my power crystal while Elio walked away with a useless stone.

It was worth the risk. I quietly closed the book and tucked it into the pocket of my apron. I was just about to leave when another book caught my attention. 

The Heretic’s Rebellion. There was no way I was leaving the library without that book too. I quickly snatched it off the shelf and shoved it into my other pocket.

Kei was distracted with helping another patron so I felt like I was safe enough to leave with my stolen books. It’s not like she’d have much success tracking down a random servant who didn’t really exist.

I’d done it. I got what I needed, and with the little bit of daylight I had left, I needed to find some red crystal fragments.

As I exited the library I passed a large painted portrait of the royal family. The king with his dark brown hair sat on his throne, the queen with her pinned up blonde hair stood beside him and a young Elio stood in the middle. It made me wonder what the king’s mistress looked like because while Elio so clearly favored his mother, it was Atreis who looked like the son of the king.




Chapter 10

Control
















I left the library and made my way to the back hallways where Kieran had taken me when we escaped before. I’d been studying Mara’s map of the citadel in my free time and was feeling much more confident that I could make my way around this place than before.

I opened the door to an abandoned courtyard and ran my hand along the wall just as I did a few weeks ago until I felt the hinges of a door. I sighed with relief when the illusion fell away and the door opened.

Everything was just as I had left it. The overgrown grass, the tree line, and the inky darkness that the late queen of Nocturia placed in the forest to protect her people.

Focus, I needed to focus. I looked through the blades of grass for any red stones I could find. It took a while, but eventually the setting sun illuminated small red glimmers of light reflecting off the broken shards of crystal.

I greedily gathered each one that I could find until I had a small pile of them that filled my palm. It would have to be enough. I couldn’t risk spending any more time out here.

I found a suitable rock that was the same size and weight of my power crystal and turned to leave, but I felt stuck. I looked up at the citadel and my heart started to pound in my chest. Nothing was wrong with me. My body was fine and my feet were perfectly capable of moving, but I just couldn’t go forward.

I turned again to face the forest and felt it beckon me closer. I wanted the safety that its darkness would provide. I wanted to walk to Nocturia and be rid of this place and its white walls and cold rooms.

I…I should go back. Farryn still needed me. Mara and Garrick wouldn’t be safe if I left.  I was tempted to pull on whatever it was that bound Kerian and I together. I knew if I did, he’d be here in an instant, walking through a portal and ready to take me home.

No. I couldn’t leave my friends behind. A choked sob escaped me as I turned to once again face the citadel. How does one find the strength to walk back into their cell when freedom is just one step away?

I palmed the rock in my pocket and reminded myself that tomorrow I would have my power crystal back. It would be worth it to watch Elio walk away with a useless stone. So despite every protective instinct in my body, I forced myself to take that first step back to my gilded cage, then another, then another.

I thought the steps might get easier as I went but they didn’t. It’s not easy to commit one’s own soul to hell even with your eyes wide open.

But I kept walking, and as I did my thoughts started to come back to the present. Atreis would be at my door soon and I needed to get there before he did. I had a schedule to keep, things to do, and places to be. I picked up my pace, passed the guard by my door and closed it behind me.

My breaths came hard and fast as I leaned against the wall feeling both devastated and proud. I’d done it. I’d found the courage to come back to this place. I wouldn’t leave my friends behind no matter what.

I waited until my heart quit racing before I changed back into my normal attire. I’d just gotten my dress over my head when I heard a knock at the door. Atreis must be early, but when I opened my door it was not Atreis who stood in my threshold, it was Elio, looking annoyed and ready for a fight.

He was wearing his dress uniform with his collar unbuttoned. Had he come straight here from the garden party? From the looks of it, the gathering had taken a toll on both his patience and his state of mind.

I opened my mouth to speak when he closed the distance between us and threw me on the bed.

“I need you,” he seethed. His words dripped with anger as if merely admitting that I was necessary annoyed him.

“Oka-” My words were cut off as he placed his hand around my neck and shoved my face into the pillows.

He took his other hand and started to lift my dress. In a desperate need to gain a little control in this situation, I grabbed his wrist. “You don’t need to do this.”

“Our connection is greatest after physical intimacy,” he snapped.

“I will give you all the power you want without resistance. That’s why you’re here isn’t it? I’ve seen how you flinch every time I touch you. You don’t want me physically. You just want my power, so take it,” I pleaded.

“You fight me at every turn, but you expect me to believe that in this you are willing to submit?

“I fight with you over things that do not matter,” I admitted. “It brings me joy to see your irritation, but I am no fool. I wouldn’t dream of fighting you on this.”

“Good girl.” His grin was feral as if he’d won some great prize, and I loathed it.

He tightened his hand around my neck and rifled through his pocket for the transfer crystal I’d come to hate.

I realized then, that I’d made a mistake. I’d envisioned him being grateful that I’d submit to him, but instead I’d unleashed the devil. I hadn’t realized how much he was holding back before or what great effort it must have taken him to be gentle with me when we’d first met. But now that he was fully unleashed, no such tenderness existed.

This is all part of my plan. I reminded myself as the cold chill of the transfer crystal washed over me. Tomorrow will be different. Tomorrow I will be powerful again. I just have to hold on for tomorrow.




Chapter 11

Crystals & Rocks
















​I woke up the next day to find Mara and Garrick standing over me looking very concerned. The sun was too high in the sky for it to be morning and I had the sinking feeling that due to my loss of power, I’d accidentally slept half the day away.

​“Thank the goddess,” Mara sighed. “I feared you might never wake up.”

​“I’m awake now,” I coughed as I spoke. My throat was dry and sore from Elio squeezing it.

​“I’ll get you some water. Garrick you help her sit up,” Mara commanded, and neither one of us argued.

​Garrick sat on the bed next to me and propped me up against the soft pillows.

​“He siphoned you, didn't he?” Garrick whispered in my ear.

​“Yes,” I admitted. It didn’t seem useful to hide this fact from him.

​“This isn’t normal, Lavonna. I know you said it’s a royal tradition to use a transfer crystal after intimacy, but this is just wrong.”

​“I know,” I patted his arm to quiet him as Mara approached with a glass of water.

​“Here you go,” my friend handed me the glass, and I drank the water greedily.

​“Mara, could you bring up a tray of food for Lavonna? I’ll watch over her until you return.”

​“That’s a great idea,” my short friend nodded and headed down the stairs to the kitchens.

​“I should have known Elio would take things too far,” Garrick cursed under his breath. “Is there a pattern to it? When does he visit you? Maybe I can keep him busy on those days.”

​My heart melted as my friend devised ways to essentially cock block the prince so he couldn’t drain me of my power.

​“There’s no pattern,” I shook my head. “I think he visited me last night because the garden party made him feel like he lacked control. When he entered my room it was clear he was looking to gain a little of that control back.”

​“Scoundrel!” Garrick seethed.

​“Your willingness to prevent the prince from seeing me suggests that you no longer believe he is my mate,” I proposed.

​Garrick shook his head. “I no longer know what to believe, but I know something is wrong when I see it, and this is wrong.”

​I leaned against his shoulder and sighed, “thank you.”

​“Don’t thank me, I haven’t done anything.”

​“That’s not true. You attempted to save me the other day when Elio was choking me.”

​I didn’t ask him to confess who had tipped him off. This was a nice moment and I knew pressing Garrick for information would make it come to an abrupt end.

​“Even then, it looked like you had saved yourself,” he smiled down at me.

​I grinned as I remembered the power Keiran had given me through our bond. I still wasn’t sure what that bond was, but I did know it was strong and it was powerful.

​“I had help.”

​“Oh? Might I ask who?” Garrick quirked an eyebrow up at me.

​“I don’t know. Are you going to tell me who tipped you off?” I countered. I wasn’t afraid of a little tit for tat.

​“I guess we will both remain in the dark,” Garrick smiled.

​“I guess so,” I returned his smile with one of my own.

​He looked me over with his normal assessing gaze and announced, “I’ll tell Atreis that combat training is cancelled for today. I’ll let you rest to regain your strength.”

​He started to get up as we heard Mara coming up the stairs.

​“I’d still like to work on my light magic,” I suggested.

​“Like hell you do. You can barely sit up,” Garrick laughed, but I was dead serious. I was going to get my crystal today, and keep it.

​“Then at least let me sit in the sun and hold my crystal. I’ve earned that much haven’t I?”

​Garrick pursed his lips and nodded. “Yes you have.”

​“Earned what?” Mara asked as she entered the room with a tray of food.

​“A day out in the sun,” Garrick answered. “I will return in an hour with your crystal and we will sit in the courtyard and watch Nola munch on the grass.”

​“Thank you, Garrick,” I smiled up at him.

​“Again, you do not need to thank me.”

​He gave us a quick bow and left.

​“That sounds nice,” Mara commented as she tucked the blanket in around my feet. “A day out in the sun will do you some good.”

​I wasn’t sure about that. I was feeling exhausted, but I wouldn’t be deterred from this chance to finally take back my power.

​“Thank you for bringing me some food.”

​“It’s nothing. How are you feeling? Any better than when you first woke up?”

​“A little,” I lied. I still felt like I’d been hit by a truck. How close would I have been to death if Elio had drained me just a little longer?

​“Can you hand me the servant's apron I stashed under my bed?” I asked.

​“Sure,” Mara pulled out the apron and her eyes grew wide. “You did it! You got some books!”

​Then she furrowed her brow as she pulled out the rock I’d grabbed from the courtyard. “And a stone.”

​“Yes, it’s going to be a very special stone here in a minute.”

​“How so?”

​“I figured out a way to get my power crystal back for good,” I smiled at my friend.

​“Really? How?”

​“This book says that if I embed the stone with these red crystal fragments that people will perceive the stone differently. Where I see a gray rock everyone else will see my crystal of power.”

​I wedged the fragments into the small cracks and crevices of the stone and little by little I could feel the power of the red crystal start to take shape.

​“It worked!” Mara gasped and I looked down to see the same gray stone I’d seen before.

​“What do you see?” I asked.

​“I see your power crystal. It’s dark purple with little specks of light glowing from the inside out, just like I remember it.”

​“Truely?”

​“Yes,” she reached out her hand, eyes wide and I let her brush her fingers along the edge. “This is amazing.”

​“Hopefully it will be the same for Garrick and Elio as well.”

​I did not have to wait long for that answer. Garrick came by to escort me to the courtyard where Nora munched happily on the grass next to a comfortable wicker chair he’d set out in the sun.

​“Is that for me?” I asked, impressed.

​“I figured you’d want to sit somewhere more comfortable than one of the hard benches. Oh, and here’s this too,” He handed me my crystal as I sat down.

​It felt right having it in my hand, but in order to make this transition seamless I needed to let it rest in my pocket while I cradled my crystal embedded stone as if it were my most prized possession.

​Garrick sat down next to me in the grass and petted Nola. So I held my fake crystal high in the air pretending to let the rays of sunlight glisten against its smooth edges.

​“It’s beautiful,” Garrick commented. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a purple power crystal. I’m glad you have it.”

​That was all the confirmation I needed that the magic had worked. If Garrick couldn’t see the truth then Elio wouldn’t be able to either.

​“Thank you. I’m glad I have it too.”

​The short time we spent outside was lovely. The autumn sky was beautiful and the weather was perfect. I closed my eyes and the next thing I knew, I was being carried back to my room.

​“Did I fall asleep?”

​“Indeed you did,” Garrick laughed. “You need your rest.”

​“Okay.” I didn’t protest this time. I’d accomplished my goal. My power crystal was still in my pocket while my fake crystal was still clutched in my hand.

​“Here,” I handed Garrick the stone after he set me down onto my bed. “Thank you for the peaceful afternoon.”

​“Of course,” he grimaced as he always did when he had to take my crystal from me and quickly placed it in his pocket as if holding it for too long might make his skin burn.

​“Sleep well, Lavonna.” Garrick said as he bid me farewell.

​“I will,” I promised.

​But I had one more thing I needed to do, and now that I was alone it was the perfect time to do it.

​But first I palmed my crystal and let my heart well up with pride. I’d done it. I’d gotten my crystal back, and this time no one would ever take it from me. It would never leave my pocket, and I would never feel powerless again.

​I reached under my bed for the book I hadn’t gotten a chance to read yet. The Heretic’s Rebellion. It was a thin book which made it easy to conceal when I stole it.

​I cracked it open to the first page where it explained that a powerful seer dared to defy the queen and spread lies about her rulership and the future of the kingdom. I reminded myself that this book was found in a Luminarian library which meant this history was being told by the victor. Where the text spoke of rumors and lies, I suspect other people might say it was an uncomfortable truth the queen didn’t want to face.

​Those lies undercut the queen’s power, but the queen had a seer of her own. Aria came from nothing. She was an orphan who was grateful to be taken into the queen’s service. She correctly predicted where they would find the Heretic who was brought to the citadel and swiftly killed in a private beheading. A lock of her hair was passed around as proof that the leader of the rebellion, the Heretic herself had been slain.

​The Heretic’s first in command, and mate, Garrick Thornburg, was spared from execution. He recanted his allegiance to the rebellion and swore fealty to the queen. 

​I reread that page over again just to make sure I’d read it right. Garrick’s mate was the Heretic herself. His MATE! No wonder he didn’t like talking about the rebellion.

​A monster took her from me, he’d told me once. At the time I thought he’d meant the queen’s monster, but he had really meant the queen herself. She was a monster, one capable of sending her people to slaughter without giving it a second thought.

​I couldn’t picture Garrick turning his back on the rebellion though. If his mate had died, and the rebellion was disbanded, then what the hell would motivate him to swear fealty to the queen and stay in her service for the next thirty years? What could possibly keep this powerful Seraphyne in Luminaria?




Chapter 12

Preparations
















​It took me three more days of laying in bed to recover my strength and that was with my power crystal. I couldn’t imagine how long it would have taken me if I didn’t have that power humming at my fingertips.

​As an apology, Elio let me go with Mara, unguarded, to the main ballroom to help set up for the Autumn Ball. His kindness always came at a price. I asked to be let out of my room more, so his solution was to have me train with Atreis. He drained me of nearly all my strength, so he let me out of my cage to help set up for a ball with the rest of the servants. Pretentious bastard.

​The room itself was starting to come together. The black tiled floor was accented nicely with the red garlands that hung from the walls.

The royal family was to wear white to stand out against the dark colors, but I’d secretly requested the seamstress make me a black and gold dress. I had no desire to be tied to this family or this place. I would rather blend in with the floor than match the queen. 

Despite it all, I was excited for the ball. It would be a rare chance for me to get out of my room and to speak with the rulers of the other four kingdoms and their attendants. Three other kingdoms. I corrected myself. Kieran would not be there. Nocturia had no king or queen so they would not be represented.

I stood at a table arranging the perfectly preserved red dried leaves in a circle around a vase. Mara had been asked to help another servant hang the garland on the far wall, so it was just me lost in my own thoughts arranging leaves until a familiar chilling presence stood next to me.

“Good afternoon, Lavonna. You’re looking well.” The queen complimented me as she started to arrange the flowers in the vase to her liking.

“Thank you, your majesty.” I curtseyed and continued my work arranging the leaves.

The centerpiece of the ballroom was a large statue of the king that had been placed in the center, and since I couldn’t think of anything kind to say, I figured I would irritate the queen instead. Maybe she’d leave me alone if I annoyed her enough.

“The statue of the king is quite striking,” I began.

“Yes, the artisans did a spectacular job bringing his likeness out of the stone.” The queen commented as she continued to move the flowers around in the vase.

“It must have been hard losing your husband like that.” I kept my tone solemn to sound as genuine as possible. “Was he your true mate?”

“Um, no,” the queen cleared her throat and looked as if I’d caught her off balance for a moment. “Ours was an arranged marriage. We were happy though. All the way up until the end.”

She finished her statement with a small smile that felt forced. This was not a woman mourning the loss of her husband. This was a woman attempting to milk sympathy from all those who would see this great monument to the one she’d lost.

“I can’t imagine what it must have been like to learn of Atreis after your husband’s death.”

The flower stem in the queen’s hand snapped.

“You will do well not to mention that name in my presence.”

“My apologies, your majesty,” I bowed my head.

“I should have killed that boy when I had the chance,” she muttered under her breath. She looked as if she were about to leave my table when a servant approached us holding a sealed note.

“This just came in, your highness. It’s from Nocturia.” The servant held out a silver platter and the queen grabbed the note and quickly broke the wax seal.

“We would like to announce that Nocturia has a new king,” the queen read aloud.

“Prince Kieran was officially crowned before all of Nocturia in a coronation ceremony that took place just this morning.”

The queen turned to me with a feral smile, “Well, would you look at that? Nocturia finally has a king after all. Perhaps he will join us tomorrow at the ball.”

Kieran had been crowned king and I wasn’t there to see it. I felt as if I were being stabbed by a thousand knives. Grief couldn’t even begin to describe the emotion I was feeling. It was so overwhelming that I could hardly breathe.

I bowed to the queen and left the ballroom without another word. Quick steps led me down the hall until I broke out into a run. I did not stop until I was finally outside the place walls. Cold fresh air filled my lungs and I gulped it in as if I’d been drowning.

I’d imagined Kieran being happy. I’d imagined him finding his place among his people. I’d imagined him laughing among his friends old and new, but for some reason I hadn't imagined him being crowned king. I think somewhere deep down, I’d hoped that I would be there for that. I’d missed so much being trapped in this place, but I thought I had time to escape before he would be crowned king.

What was next? Would he marry? Have children? Even the thought of something small like him discovering a new favorite pastry filled my heart with grief. How much more was I going to miss while stuck within these walls?

I wanted to cry out. I wanted to scream until I could scream no more. I wanted Elio to find me out here and drain me until my bones grew brittle and my heart stopped beating. At least if he killed me I would finally be done with this place.

Is this how Kieran felt being trapped here for thirty years? Dying a little more each time someone brought news to the queen about Nocturia, knowing that he’d missed it. How did he go on?

Tears blurred my vision and I let myself lean against the wall as I slowly walked back inside the palace. Kieran might be here tomorrow. That should excite me, but instead I dreaded it. What if the queen played some trick on him? What if he gets recaptured? What if…what if he asks me to leave with him? Would I be able to deny him a second time?

It was all too much and I felt close to crumbling.

“Lavonna?” The familiar voice of my mighty friend brought me back to this reality.

“Are you alright?” Mara asked.

“No,” I sobbed. “I’m not alright.”

“Let me help you back to your room,” she suggested.

I nodded and took her hand as she led me back through the winding hallways back to my cell.

“I heard the news,” she whispered. “Kieran has ascended the throne.”

I didn’t respond. What could I say? That I was happy for him? I was happy for him. I just wish I had been there to see it.




Chapter 13

The Autumn Ball
















The day of the Autumn Ball finally dawned, and so far it had been an amazing day. Elio canceled his breakfast with me, all training had been suspended and I got to spend most of the day practicing bringing my light and dark magic together into a single beam. I’d been getting better at it, much better.

“Good evening,” Mara’s sing-song voice drifted up from the stairwell. She entered the room carrying a gift wrapped in lace.

“Look what I’ve got,” she smiled as she set the package down and untied the bow holding the lace together. Then she lifted up the most beautiful dress I’d ever seen. It was a black and gold ballgown with a fitted corset top, a square neckline, small puff sleeves, and a perfectly puffy skirt that wasn’t too big or too small.

“Try it on!” Mara encouraged.

“Okay,” I agreed, feeling happier than I’d felt in days.

She helped me into my dress and we both gasped as I turned to look at myself in the mirror.

“Wait! Your pendant!” Mara exclaimed as she rushed back to the lace wrapping on my bed and grabbed the necklace I’d had made. The pendant was the amulet Kieran had given me right before I entered the Valley of Death. I wanted the reminder that no matter what, I wasn’t alone in this world. Whatever it was that connected us, it was strong and I hoped it would last forever.

I bent low and Mara placed the necklace around my neck. “There, now you're perfect.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” The dark purple stone matched perfectly with the black and gold dress. The only thing that could make this outfit even better would be if I could show off the true color of my wings, but if I did they’d lock me away, I’d never be able to get Farryn out of here.

There was a knock at the door and Mara rushed to answer it. Unfortunately, it was Elio standing in my threshold.

“We are expected to walk in toget-”

He cut himself off as he took in the sight of my dress. He was wearing a fitted white suit accented in gold and an ornamental gold sword at his side.

“What is that?” He didn’t hide his disgust at my black dress. “You were supposed to wear white like the rest of us,” he snarled.

“Maybe I don’t want to fit in with the rest of you,” I shot back.

He grabbed me by the throat and pinned me against the wall. “You would do well to at least try.”

“You’re majesty,” Garrick stood in the doorway, eyes glaring at the prince. “We’re ready for you.”

Elio let go of me and tried to play it off as if he’d simply been trying to smooth out my dress.

He brushed out my bodice and sleeves as he leaned in close and whispered, “don’t even think about going out there with your black wings. If you do, I’ll have no choice but to cut them off.”

“I’m defiant, not stupid, your highness.” I pulled away from him and gave him a deep bow.

He snarled at me again. “I refuse to walk in with you. You will go ahead of the rest of us and enter the ballroom alone.”

“Fine,” I huffed, pretending to be unbothered.

Standing at the end of the hallway was Aria who looked perfectly petite in her white ball gown with her fitted gold bodice. She looked like a princess. The queen was there as well. Her dress was made of a shimmery gold fabric which made her stand out among the rest of her court in their white.

She spotted me in my black dress and frowned.

“She will walk ahead of us. Alone,” Elio informed his mother and she nodded in approval.

“Go ahead,” the queen motioned for me to continue down the hall, the end of which was the grand staircase that led into the ballroom. “You wanted to stand out. Well now, here’s your chance.”

I didn’t want to stand out, I wanted to send a message that I wasn’t with them, but if I was to walk in alone, then so be it.

I turned the corner and stood at the top of the stairs. The room was already filled with guests from four of the five kingdoms. The Lunarkin queens and their attendants wore purple gowns with red flowers delicately embroidered on them. The Jinarian high council looked sharp in their black tunics, and the orcs were here too. I’d never seen them before. They were called the Zarokai. They had green skin, black hair, and large tusks that jutted out from their bottom jaw. The women kept their hair neatly tucked under scarfs that perfectly matched their brightly colored dresses. 

All their eyes turned to me. I took a deep breath, held my head up high and descended the stairs. Hushed voices filled the room but I did my best to ignore them. Their opinions had no bearing on me. They had no power in Luminaria. If they did I’d spend the evening begging them to help me and my friends escape.

I finally made it to the bottom step and sighed with relief when my slippered foot touched the marble floor. I’d done it. I’d walked in alone, bound to no one, with my head held high.

The room grew silent again as the queen and her court lined up at the top of the stairs. She stood in the middle in her gold gown, Garrick stood to her right, and Elio to her left. Aria walked beside Elio. She nearly tripped on her dress as they descended the stairs, but Elio caught her and then linked his arm with hers.

There was a rightness to them. I was growing to hate them both, but I couldn’t deny the fact that they looked like they belonged together.

Garrick on the other hand looked like he needed a stiff drink. Even a well tailored suit couldn’t distract from the permanent scowl he wore on his face.

​“Welcome Seraphyne, Lunarkins, Jinarian’s and Zarokai alike,” the queen began. “Welcome to my kingdom and the Autumn Ball. Drink, dance, and be merry!”

​Cheers sounded from around the room as horderves were laid out on the tables scattered throughout the room.

It did not go unnoticed that most of the cheers came from the elite Seraphyne attending the ball and not from the fellow rulers or their attendants. They were here to show their power, maybe even make alliances, but it was clear they weren’t here to support the queen.

I tried to look for Mara who said she’d be serving wine at one of the tables along the far wall. I was about the head that way when the room suddenly grew dark.

Familiar shadows spread throughout the space herolding the entrance of the one and only Lord of Darkness.

All eyes turned toward the entrance and the shadows dissipated revealing the Nocturian court.

Kieran stood out with his gold crown atop his head. He was in a well fitting black suit that accentuated his muscular form. Gold trim lined the edges of his garments and he had a purple flower pinned to his lapel.

He was flanked by his sister, Zarielle who also wore black and gold. Her bodice had hard plating that gave off the look of a warrior ready for battle. She might not be here to fight, but she was ready if one were to find her.

Kieran’s advisor, Arannis stood on his other side wearing a tunic like the other Jinarian’s but also wearing black like the rest of his court. 

Guards trailed in behind them wearing the traditional Nocturian dress uniform.

A feral grin spread across the queen’s face as she made her way to the new king, but Kieran only had eyes for me. As soon as our gazes met from across the room a zing of electricity shot through me.

With determined steps he made his way to me, ignoring the queen entirely when she tried to distract him from his purpose. His guards walked at his back, preventing the queen from approaching him again. Good. Maybe he would be safe after all.

When Kieran finally reached me I was struck with the familiar sense of forgetting how to breathe. He was so perfectly handsome. His brown skin, high cheekbones, full lips, golden eyes, and pointed elf ears all came together to make the perfect male.

His gaze never broke from mine as he lifted my hand to his mouth and gently caressed my skin with a kiss.

“Never has a person looked as beautiful as you do tonight,” his voice was as deep and spicy as I had remembered and I wanted to hear more of it.

“Thank you,” I blushed. “You look very handsome, beyond words even.”

His eyes twinkled with delight at my words and a broad smile drew across his face.

“May I have this dance?” He offered me his arm and just as I was about to take it, Elio approached us.

“It is tradition for the prince to dance with his fated mate,” he cut in and tried to take my hand but I was too quick for him to grab me.

“Then I don’t know why you are talking to us,” Kieran growled as he placed my hand in his. “If you want to dance with your mate, I suggest you go find her.”

His message was clear. He didn’t believe I was Elio’s mate either. Hearing his words took a weight off my shoulders that I didn’t even know I was carrying. I’d known in my own heart that I didn’t belong to Elio, but to have someone else say it outloud brought me more peace than I could have predicted.

Elio growled low in his throat and Kieran bared his teeth.

​“It is best for everyone if you give them this dance,” Aria cut in, gently laying her hand on Elio’s back between his wings. Her words were laced with meaning as if she’d seen some great disaster if Elio didn’t back off from this fight.

​The prince relented and walked to the other end of the ballroom where he bowed to Aria and asked her to dance.

​My attention turned back to the king before me. He was staring at me with a warm glow in his golden eyes.

​“Shall we?” He took a step closer and placed his free hand on the small of my back.

​“Yes,” I breathed, nearly forgetting how to speak. He had that effect on me.

Kieran gently pushed me forward so we’d be closer together and my body hummed with his nearness.

​He led me in a simple waltz that was easy to follow. As we danced I looked to my right just in time to see Atreis bowing low to Zarielle. When he rose to his feet he kissed her hand and asked her to dance. She looked surprised at his gesture but accepted his offer and together they entered the dance floor where I noticed she led him in a waltz and not the other way around. That was an interesting power play to make, but to each their own.

And of course, Garrick was standing against the wall, with his arms crossed looking like he’d rather be anywhere but here.

I brought my attention back to Kieran who had never taken his eyes off me. He looked healthy, and strong, but tired.

“How have you been sleeping? Did you find someone to sleep on the cot in your room?”

I don’t know why I asked him that. I didn’t want to know the truth. I didn’t want to find out that someone had not only filled his cot but also his bed. I held my breath as I braced myself for his answer.

“Oh Lavonna,” he took his hand off the small of my back and gently rubbed the back of his knuckles against my cheek. “No one could replace you.”

My breath caught in my lungs and I had to remind myself this wasn’t a dream. Kieran was really here. I was holding his hand, and he had my back, and truth be told he had my heart as well.

“My room…” he began. “Has started to become more familiar to me, but I still struggle to sleep alone. It is only when I dream of you that I feel any peace.”

“Then I hope I can find my way to your dreams more often,” I confessed.

“I hope so too,” he smiled.

​His gaze fell to my chest where my necklace laid. “I see you kept the amulet,” a smug grin settled across his face.

​“I did,” I admitted. “It’s a nice reminder that, no matter how I may feel at times, I’m never truly alone am I?”

​“Never,” he agreed.

​If we had more time I would ask him why we were so connected but it just didn’t feel right to bring it up now.

​The music stopped marking the end of the dance. I had a moment of panic when I realized I had no idea what to do. I didn’t want our time to end. Was I allowed to ask him for a second dance? could we chat somewhere away from prying eyes? I didn’t want our time together to end. Not yet.

​“Would you care to join me on the balcony?” Kieran asked smoothly.

​“Yes, I’d like that very much,” I said a little too enthusiastically, but he only smiled. There was nothing to be ashamed of, not around him.

​We walked to the glass paned doors and out into the fresh night air. There were others out on the balcony but Kieran surrounded them with his shadows causing them to flee back inside. Once we were alone he closed the door and put up a wall of darkness between us and our onlookers, giving us true privacy.

​“It’s good to see you, Kieran.”

​He smiled as I spoke his name and as if on instinct drew closer to me. There was less than an inch between us and yet it still felt too far for my liking.

​“Or should I call you King Kieran instead?”

​Another grin graced his face. “You can if you’d like.”

​“I like your crown. It’s nearly as majestic as you are,” I complimented him trying to keep the sorrow out of my voice. I’d missed it, missed the coronation.

​“I’m glad you like it, because it’s all for you.” He cupped my cheek with his hand and I leaned into his comforting touch.

​“What do you mean?”

​“I made a deal with my sister so I could be crowned just in time for the ball.”

​“Why? Is there an alliance you wish to make?”

​I turned my gaze back to the ballroom and wondered who would be the most strategic kingdom for him to make an alliance with, when I felt a gentle finger on my chin turning my face back to him.

​“I was crowned so I could see you.”

​“You became king just so you could see me?” I couldn’t believe it. That was quite an undertaking for one night.

​“I’d do much more than become king for the chance to see you again,” his voice purred with dangerous promise and I found myself wanting to pull him down so I could press my lips to his.

​“You shouldn’t have done that,” I shook my head. “It’s dangerous here, and I’m not that important.”

​“You are infinitely more important than anyone else in all five kingdoms,” he pulled me in close and dipped his head low.

​I rose to my tiptoes and his lips met mine. Time stopped as I melted into his warm embrace. His kiss was like a gentle fire. Something lit within me too. A desire I’d never known grabbed hold of me and I pulled Kieran down further to deepen our kiss. I teased the seam of his mouth and he opened for me, warmth filled my body as his tongue met mine.

​A low groan rose from his throat and the next thing I knew I was being lifted into his arms. He continued to kiss me as he walked, which made no sense because we were on a balcony. Where could we possibly go?

​Eventually he broke the kiss to catch his breath and I found we were not on the balcony at all anymore. I doubted we were even in Luminaria.

​We were standing beneath a willow tree and I could hear the soft sounds of gentle waves nearby.

​“Forgive me,” Kieran nervously ran a hand through his hair. “I got carried away. I just wanted to be alone with you.”

​“We were alone,” I gave him a teasing smile.

​“I know,” he chuckled. “I guess I wanted to be more alone, and far away from…them.”

​That I could understand. I didn’t want to be near the queen or Elio either.

“Is this the river I saw you at before?” I asked as I peered through the  willow branches that surrounded us.

“Yes, I like to come here to clear my mind. The sound of the water relaxes me.”

“It’s a nice place to be,” I smiled.

But a frown drew across my face as it dawned on me that I had to make something very clear.

“I…I can’t stay here -”

“I know,” Kieran held me closer as if he were making up for lost time. “Farryn told me.”

“You’ve spoken with her?” That surprised me.

He nodded his head. “She’s been growing stronger. She can speak into my mind as easily as we speak to each other now. She told me her vision. She saw me returning to Nocturia and you going back to the citadel. She said it is your destiny to free her.”

I nodded my head and wiped away a tear that escaped down my face. Although I knew what my destiny was, it didn’t make it any easier to fulfill.

“You only have to hold on for a little longer. She assured me it wouldn’t be long before you made your escape. If she hadn’t I’d be finding it very difficult to leave you in that place. Even now…”

His voice trailed off as he ran his hands up and down my arms. “Lavonna, I need you to know that you’re important.”

“Yeah I know. I’m the chosen one and all that,” I joked trying to lighten the mood.

“No,” Kieran disagreed. “You are not special because of what you can do, you are special because of who you are…who you are to me.”

“And who is that, Kieran?”

“I can’t say,” he sighed. “Not yet.”

“Why?”

“If I were to confess the truth here and now, what little will power I have left to take you back to that place would be gone. I will not get in the way of your destiny. You have a strength all your own, and you deserve to shine bright.”

“What if I don’t want to shine?” I asked. “What if I just want to glimmer safely here with you?”

Kieran leaned his forehead against mine. “I wish I could fulfill that desire. I would if I could.”

“If you can’t keep me here, then I want you to fulfill another desire of mine.”

“Anything,” he breathed. “You may ask me for anything and it will be yours.”

“Kiss me,” I whispered. “Kiss me until the rest of the world falls away and there are no more worries, no more enemies, just us.”

I lifted my head to meet his gaze and his eyes were glossy but he couldn’t hold back his smile.

“Come here, and I will kiss you for all eternity.”

He lifted me in his arms again and carried me through a portal to his room where he gently laid me on his bed and held me close as his lips met mine again and again.

His hands never strayed from my waist although he clutched my sides as if he were fighting some great force to keep them there.

I was not so chaste, however. I let my hands stray to his shirt where I undid the buttons one by one and explored his bare chest as I’d longed to do that first time I’d seen it.

“You are making me weak with your touches, Lavonna. Every caress sends me down a feral path of desire and soon I will not be able to hold myself back from touching you in the same way you are touching me.” 

“Then don’t hold back,” I breathed.

A low growl ripped from his throat and I felt the rush of cold air against my skin as he undid the laces of my bodice.

His lips were on me instantly as he kissed up my torso between my breasts and then up my neck.

“Cheater. I wasn’t touching you like that,” I teased.

A low rumble vibrated through me as he chuckled between kisses.

“You caught me. What shall I do as punishment?”

Oh he was good. He was very good.

“Kiss me here,” I pointed to my nipple and he grinned.

“Gladly.”

But as he made his way back down my chest with slow and sensual kisses his mouth went everywhere but where I wanted.

“You evil tease,” I swore.

“I am no tease,” he laughed. “I am worshipping you as you deserve to be worshipped.”

Finally after what felt like an eternity he made his way up my breast and lightly teased my nipple with his tongue. I gasped as the sensation shot a bolt of fire to my belly, erupting in a thousand butterflies each carrying with them a spark of anticipation.

I wanted more. So much more.

As he continued to tease my flesh a light started to burn between us. Where Elio and I had a warm glow, Kieran and I had a fire, a light so bright it was blinding.

“Kieran,” I breathed his name as the light grew brighter.

He moaned as if my pleasure were his own and brought his hand up to my other breast and he worked both in tandem ratcheting up my pleasure moment by moment, touch by sensual touch.

I sank my fingers into his hair and arched my back to bring my skin even closer to his mouth.

“More, Kieran. I want more,” I begged.

“Then more you shall have.” His voice was rough and strained as if it were taking everything within him not to rip off the rest of my clothing and have his way with me.

He reached between us and cupped my sex with his hand. “Is this what you want, Lavonna? Is this where I shall touch you?”

“Yes,” I whined, not knowing how much more teasing I could take.

He gently moved a finger along my slick flesh and kept going higher and higher until he finally reached that sensitive point that could make me fall apart.

“There,” I said, half plea half whine.

He gently circled my sensitive flesh and my hips lifted off the bed at the overwhelming sensation.

“Look at you, responding so beautifully to my touch,” he praised.

Kieran brought his tongue to my nipple again and teased it gently as he worked my lower flesh.

The light between us grew brighter as I drew closer to my release.

“Kieran,” I breathed again.

“You’re doing so well. Grind against my hand. Take your pleasure as I draw your release from you,” he commanded and I did as I was told.

I ground myself against him letting the sensations build in my body and the light between us grew ever brighter.

“I’m going to-” I cut myself off with a yell as my orgasm crashed down over me. A bright light burst behind my eyes and I fell into a dazed-like state for a long moment before I came back to reality.

I opened my eyes to find Kieran laying next to me looking as delicious as ever with his unbuttoned shirt laying open, tempting me to take all that I desired.

A smile spread across my face as I sheepishly admitted, “that was nice.”

Kieran tilted his head back and laughed. “A mat- male should be able to do better than nice.”

“It was better than nice,” I promised.

I looked down at the large imprint in his fitted pants that contained what looked like a rather large erection. Then leaned in for a kiss as I let my hand drift down his leg to my prize, but he stilled my wrist and slowly rose from the bed.

With a deep sigh and a satisfied grin on his face, he leaned against the wall and took in the sight of me as if I were a goddess.

“Why are you standing all the way over there?” I said in a teasing tone.

“Because,” his eyes burned with an unrequited desire that made my toes curl. “If I come any closer while you look at me like that, I will take things much farther than I can permit them to go.”

“Why can’t they go further? Why can’t I touch you like you touched me?”

Kieran shook his head with a sly grin. He was enjoying this. Enjoying how much I yearned for him.

“I would like for nothing more, but if you touched me the same way I touched you. I fear you’d never see the outside of Nocturia again.”

I sighed, knowing better than to argue, but I couldn’t help myself. I met his gaze and confessed, “that sounds like a dream come true.”

Kieran’s satisfied grin turned into a heart-felt one, and he got on his knees next to the bed. Then he took my hand in his.

“One day. I promise. If things don’t go as Farryn predicts then I will march my entire army against the city of light and I will get you out of there myself.”

He kissed my hand slowly and gently. “And on that day, I will let you touch me any way you’d like.”

I gave him a saucy smile and he laughed again.

“Come, we need to go back.” He offered me his hand, but led had filled my soul and my feet felt like they were stuck in concrete.

“You’ll have to carry me back just like you carried me here,” I admitted doing my best to hold back tears.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he smiled, but it was a weak smile. There was no joy in it. He didn’t want me to go anymore than I wanted to leave.

“Here, let me retie your bodice,” he offered as I sat up and he neatly fixed my laces and tied it all together in a neat bow.

“Perfect,” he said as he tucked my hair behind my ear. “Always perfect.”

“So are you,” I said as I cupped his cheek in my hand and he leaned into my touch.

It wasn’t long ago that the only part I could see of him were his eyes, and now here we were bearing our souls to each other, binding ourselves together in something that felt a lot like love.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“No,” I laughed.

Kieran smiled, “me neither.”

But we went anyway. He picked me up in his arms and carried me through a portal that led us back to the balcony where he gently set me down on my feet and offered me his arm.

“Would you give me the pleasure of being the male with the most beautiful woman in all five kingdoms on his arm?”

His compliment made my heart do a little flip flop.

“I’d love to,” I smiled up at him, and he let the shadows that had blocked the door fall away.

We reentered the ballroom just as the others had begun to leave. His sister approached us looking a little bit more than annoyed.

“Uh oh,” he sheepishly smiled. “I promised her I wouldn’t leave the ballroom.”

“Your sister really has her hands full with you doesn’t she?”

Kieran just shrugged his shoulders. “One day she won’t have any reason to fear for my safety. Once I have my mat- Once I have you safely in Nocturia I will have no more desire to put my life in danger.”

“And thank the goddess for that,” Zarielle huffed as she stood before us with her hands on her hips.

“Did you enjoy dancing with the half-brother of the prince?” Kieran asked and the tips of Zarielle’s ears turned a dark brown as she blushed.

“He was an adequate dance partner,” she replied in an even tone.

“Right,” he smiled at his sister as if he knew something she did not.

“Let’s go. I hate being in this insufferable place.”

She walked toward the exit and the rest of the Nocturian court followed suit, which left Kieran and I to say our goodbyes.

I looked up at my guardian angel with teary eyes and a knot in my throat.

“I don’t want to say goodbye.”

“Then don’t.” Kieran pulled me into his arms and hugged me tight.

“Goodbyes are reserved for those who might never see each other again. That isn’t us. This is just a temporary parting. We will see each other again, and if Farryn is correct it will be soon.”

“Okay,” I nodded my head and looked away. Tears burned behind my eyes and I did not want them to fall.

“None of that,” Kieran whispered. “Never hide anything from me.”

He gave me one last tight squeeze and took a deep breath as if he were amassing every ounce of his courage and then stepped away. The distance between us was short, but I knew it would only grow larger.

Garrick showed up at my side and nodded to the new king. “King Osiris.”

“Garrick,” Kieran returned his polite nod.

“You two have a strong connection,” Garrick correctly observed.

“That we do,” the king confirmed with a warm smile.

“I will protect her like a sister. You have my word,” my friend vowed.

“As will I,” Mara said as she stepped forward into view.

“Then I will owe you both a great debt,” Kieran acknowledged.

“Not at all. One does not get paid to protect their family,” Garrick corrected.

“If Lavonna is your family, then you are mine. Please come to Nocturia any time you wish. You both are welcome,” Kieran bowed low, much lower than any king should bow and Mara looked like she might burst with joy.

“I’ll see you soon,” Kieran’s last words were for me alone.

“See you soon,” I agreed.

The distance between us grew one step at a time until he made it to where his sister and court were waiting at the exit.

He opened a portal to Nocturia and looked back over his shoulder after everyone in his party had gone through. He was the last to leave, and if my eyes did not deceive me each step was slower than his last until finally he was gone and the portal closed behind him.

[image: Kieran holds Lavonna in an embrace. They are both wearing their black and gold formal wear. ]







Chapter 14

Digging Up the Dead
















“Alright, let’s try again,” Garrick suggested as we trained the next day.

I had been more than distracted all morning. My thoughts kept drifting back to Kieran, his deep voice and soft lips. The way he held me, the way he praised me…

Unfortunately, because my thoughts kept drifting to Kieran, I kept producing a beam of neon purple light which made Garrick swear every time. It would be amusing if it didn’t mean he was another day further from getting out of this place.

“I’m sorry,” I admitted.

“You miss him.” Garrick surmised.

“Yeah.”

“I know what that’s like,” he sighed.

I eyed him suspiciously as I remembered what I’d read about his role in the rebellion.

“Garrick, why are you here?”

“What do you mean? The queen commanded that I teach you light magic so that’s what I’m doing.”

“No,” I shook my head. “Why are you in Luminaria?”

My trainer pursed his lips. “I’m not here by choice.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

I waited for him to say more and when he didn’t I revealed to him what I knew.

“You were The Heretic’s first in command.”

His irritated expression turned to one of shock. “Who told you that? It’s forbidden-

“She was your mate,” I added and his jaw snapped shut.

“I can’t tell you where I got this information, but I know she was your mate, and that they killed her and afterward you recanted your alliance to the rebellion and swore your loyalty to the queen.”

I gave him a second to process what I’d just revealed before I pressed on. “So I will ask you one more time, Garrick Thornburg. Why are you here? Your mate is dead and the rebellion is over. What could the queen possibly have on you that could keep you here?”

He clenched his jaw and glared at me. “You know nothing.”

“Then tell me!” I yelled.

“I cannot say!”

“Maybe I can help you-”

“You want to help me?” He cut me off. “Then master light magic so I can finally leave this place.”

He stomped off and extended his wings as if he were about to fly away when I extended out a hand with my fake power crystal in my palm.

“You wouldn’t want to forget this. I’ve heard Elio’s punishments can be quite harsh.” I made a show of delicately touching my neck where he’d witnessed Elio choking me just last night.

Garrick growled low in his throat and retracted his wings.

“This is ridiculous,” he grumbled as he snatched the rock out of my hand.

“Are you really going to fly away? Don’t you think that’s a little unfair since I can’t follow?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

Garrick rolled his eyes. “I will not fly away,” he sighed.

“Good. Now if we aren’t going to practice, I want to walk through the citadel instead. I need to stretch my legs.” I decided to let the argument go.

Garrick sighed again but held out his arm. “You will stay by my side or we’ll both get in trouble.”

I gasped in a mocking fashion pretending to be wounded by his words. “I would never stray far. I don’t want to get in trouble either.”

“Right. I’m sure you and King Osiris didn’t go anywhere beyond the balcony either for the entire hour that you were gone.”

I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “Did…people notice that we were gone for so long?”

“Not really, probably just me. Everyone was busy speaking of treaties and making alliances and gently ignoring the queen; they probably forgot the balcony even existed.”

“Ignoring the queen?” That was surprising.

“Yes, it seems she’s made more enemies than even she realized. Word has started to spread about where the new king has been for the past thirty years, and no one at that ball last night was too pleased to think about what it would be like to have one of their relatives trapped in plain sight and as a servant of the queen no less.”

“So you know the truth?”

“I do now,” he nodded. “I should have known Taras was more. He’d carried himself like a king the entire time he was here.”

“I’m glad to see the queen has finally started to experience some consequences for her actions,” I agreed.

We walked into the large atrium that connected the two wings of the castle together and Garrick continued to lead the way down random hallways on our walk.

“This is strange,” he commented as we came upon a set of muddy boot prints on the marble floor.

A guard had noticed our presence and approached Garrick. “I’m sorry, but you can’t be here.”

“I can’t be here?” Garrick pointed to himself looking shocked as if he’d never been barred from a hallway in the citadel in his life, and perhaps he hadn’t. The queen apparently had him by the balls. Whatever he saw, he’d likely keep his mouth shut.

I bristled at the memory of his resistance to tell me his secrets, but brushed it aside as he and the guard got into a heated argument about where Garrick was and wasn’t allowed to be.

I slowly released myself from his arm and followed the boot prints down the hallway. They led outside to an abandoned garden overgrown with thorny red rose bushes.

“Ugh,” I heard someone grumble, but I couldn’t see them past the roses. Whoever it was they were digging. There was the tell tale sound of a shovel hitting dirt over and over again.

I rounded the corner to see Aria, dressed in dirty coveralls, sweat dripping from her forehead, bent over a wide but shallow hole.

She stopped for a moment and wiped her forehead with the back of her dirty hand, and in doing so she smeared black dirt across her face. 

I took a silent step forward and tried to peer into the hole. The clear outline of a body stood out from the dirt. I couldn’t see the face, but the feet, chest, and nose were all uncovered. I looked beyond the hole and found three dirt-covered bodies piled just a few feet away from the seer.

I took one more silent step forward. I needed to see who these people were, maybe I would recognize one of them. The thought turned my stomach, but I needed to know the truth behind what Aria was doing.

I’d expected to see pointed ears, high cheekbones, and wilted wings, but instead I saw what looked like a man with square ears, horns, and feet with only three toes. There was another man laying there with tusks jutting out from his lower and upper jaws, and the last person was a woman with long hair, blue skin, and little horn numbs coming out of her forehead.

“Who are these people?” I hadn’t meant to speak aloud, but alas I did and my presence was made known. Aria gasped and turned in my direction.

“Lavonna. You’re not supposed to be here.” The seer trembled as she held the shovel in her hand.

I took a step closer and saw that this was not a simple hole but a mass grave. At least twenty bodies were lined up one next to the other.

“Are you burying these people or digging them up?”

“I…The queen ordered me to,” she stammered and took a step back.

“The queen ordered you to do what?” I strode forward, closing the space between us. “Who are these people, Aria? They aren’t of this world.”

I’d seen all the races represented at the ball last night and I hadn’t seen anyone like these people. Even dead I could tell they were not of this world.

Aria’s gaze turned angry as if I’d upset her somehow. She narrowed her eyes at me and asked, “Do you think you were the only person we pulled through the portal?”

Her words struck me like knives. “What?”

Aria shook her head in frustration as if the truth of this situation should be obvious to me. “My vision of the chosen one was vague at best,” she said. “I knew they weren’t from this world, but that was all. The queen forced Taras to open portal after portal and for years we would pull people through hoping I’d see a vision of them as the one who would save us, but it wasn’t until you that my vision finally became clear.”

“You’re telling me, you pulled these people from other worlds, brought them here, and then killed them when they weren’t the one?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“I didn’t kill them,” Aria seethed as if that made things any better. “The queen would drain them of their life force. Why do you think she has so many thriving plants lining her hallway?”

“She used a transfer crystal to drain them into her plants?”

“Yes, and then later she drained the plants to create her undead army.”

This was all too much. The world seemed to spin around me, but I need to press forward. I needed to know the truth.

“When the queen asked you to bring her special bulbs to life, were you out here digging up this mass grave?”

“Yes.” Her answer was short and clipped.

“How much of this was Kieran aware of?” She’d used his incorrect name earlier. Taras never existed, it was always Kieran, a trapped prince under the queen’s control.

“Very little. He would open the portal, and then the queen would drain him until he passed out so she could keep the portal open herself. He never saw what we were up to.”

And it would have to stay that way. If Kieran knew what the queen did while using his portal magic, it’d kill him. I thought of his easy smile and warm laugh and how hard he’d fought to retain that joy while under the queen’s control. I refused to let her hurt him again even from beyond the citadel, and this knowledge would do just that.

“You have to understand, I had no choice,” Aria begged.

“No choice!” I stomped up to her and shouted in her face. “You always have a choice!”

“You don’t know what it’s like, Lavonna! You don’t know what it’s like to have to love someone from a distance and bide your time for the day when you both can finally be free. You’d do the same thing if you were in my position.”

I pinned the frail Seraphyne seer against the wall. “Let's get one thing clear, Aria. You and I are not the same. I would have never made the choices you made. You could have found a way to let these people live. You could have lied and said any one of these people was the chosen one and she would have believed you.”

“None of them were enough. We needed the real chosen one.”

“Enough for what?”

Aria swallowed hard and looked around the garden. I grabbed her face and made her look at me. “What do you really need me for, and why did you say Elio is my mate when he so clearly isn’t?”

She closed her eyes and whispered. “Help me.”

“Answer me!” I shouted.

“Step away from the seer, Lavonna.” A chill went up my spine as Elio’s voice sounded from behind me.

I let go of Aria and took a step back.

“You knew about this?” I turned and questioned him.

“Of course I knew,” he rolled his eyes at me as if I were dumb.

“Come, help is here,” He held out his hand for Aria and she ran to him as if he were the safest person in the world. It was off putting to know he was capable of such violence when he was with me and such tenderness when he was with her.

“You need to leave before Garrick convinces that guard to let him through. If Garrick sees what has been done here, I might have to kill him and his blood would be on your hands.”

I balled my hands into fists. I wanted to fight them both, strike them down and make them pay for what they’d done. They may have been acting on the queen’s orders, but their choices were their own. They could have avoided all this if they’d wanted to.

I said nothing as I walked past them out of the garden and back into the muddy hallway. Garrick was attempting to push past the guard and I needed to stop him.

“Garrick!” I yelled. “We must go.”

“But-”

“Do you like living? Do you enjoy the feeling of air in your lungs and the beating of your own heart?”

“Yes…” he seemed confused but I’d gotten his attention.

“Then we need to go, and we need to go now.” I pulled on his arm and led him away from the guard. Garrick allowed me to lead him away and we quickly walked to my room.

“What was that about?” He asked as soon as my door was closed.

“Elio was there.”

“Where? Where did you go?”

“It was a…green space. He was there, and he was angry. You’ve seen what he can do. He said if we didn’t get away from that hallway we’d both be punished,” I lied, but I had a feeling Garrick would be more willing to stay away if he thought I’d get hurt than if it was just him. He gave off strong self-sacrificing vibes and I wasn’t about to let that happen.

“Why was he angry?”

“I don’t know,” I shrugged letting my exacerbation show. “I just know we can’t go back there.”

“Alright, fine.” Garrick frowned. “It’s not normal for me to be blocked from any part of the citadel except for the dungeons. I don’t like it. Something is going on.”

“Something that will remain a mystery because we’re not going back there.”

Garrick eyed me suspiciously. “Why are you being so firm about this?”

“Oh I don’t know, maybe because my trainer was once a leader in a rebellion so I know that he has no idea how to leave things well enough alone.”

I crossed my arms and gave him my best mom glare.

Garrick sighed, “You’ve got me there.”

At least he’s not denying his role in the rebellion anymore. That was something.

“It’s getting late in the afternoon. I’ll leave so you can rest before your combat training begins.” Garrick bowed and headed out.

“Don’t go back there. Elio will hurt me if you do.” I warned him one last time.

“I gave King Osiris my word. I won’t go if there’s a chance you’ll get hurt.” He turned to me and there was no deception in his eyes. He’d meant what he’d said.

“Good,” and with that final warning he left.

​I paced the room until Mara arrived with lunch and nearly launched myself at her as soon as she put the tray down.

​“Why are you hugging me? Did something happen?” She asked, confused.

​“Yes, something did happen. I can’t tell you what I saw today, but let’s just say our time table to escape just moved up.”

​“Are you ready to break the red crystals?” She asked, and rightfully so. I hadn’t given her any indication that I thought I was strong enough for that.

“I have no choice. I’ll have to be ready. Elio and Aria are planning something and we have to get out of here before they strike.”

“What about Garrick?” Mara asked.

“I believe I can prove to the queen I’ve mastered light magic. I’ll do a demonstration for her tomorrow morning.”

“So we leave tomorrow night?” she chewed her bottom lip. She looked both nervous and excited for our escape, which seemed right for a Lunarkin. They were a brave people, but they weren’t stupid and they felt fear just like the rest of us. Our escape was going to be dangerous and there was a big chance it might not work.

I shook my head. “Keep a close watch on my door in the afternoons. The next time Elio visits me, will be the day we leave.”

“But doesn’t he usually leave you drained?”

“Usually yes,” I smiled. “You’ll just have to trust me.”

“I trust you,” Mara nodded her head.

Trust. I’d given my trust away so easily when I first came here, and almost none of it was deserved.

“Thank you, Mara. Your trust means a lot to me,” I held her hand and smiled.

“You’ve earned it.” Her simple statement brought tears to my eyes and I brought her in for another hug.

“One does not go into battle hugging their comrades,” she laughed.

“Yeah? Well, I do,” and I squeezed her even tighter before letting go.

“We’re going to get out of here,” my strong friend smiled up at me.

“Yes we are,” I firmly agreed.




Chapter 15

A Queen Who Does Not Bend and a Sword That Does Not Break
















Mara joined me for combat training again that evening, and Atreis surprised us both by presenting her with an axe which was the traditional weapon of the Lunarkin.

“If you’re going to train, you might as well do it the Lunarkin way.”

“I…I don’t know what to say,” a tear streamed down her tan skin as she held the heavy metal object with a hilt wrapped in leather.

“A simple thank you will suffice,” Atreis smiled down at her.

“Thank you,” Mara breathed and surprised Atreis with a hug. He hugged her back and then we got to work.              

We trained for the next hour, Atreis showing Mara how to hold and swing her axe, and showing me how to block and perry an attack with my wooden sword.

After combat training had concluded, I read more of the dark magic book before bed. I’d been able to successfully create twisting beams of light and dark magic while alone in my room, but I wanted to read more just in case there was any last minute advice I could gain before our escape.

​I came across a section I hadn’t seen before on portal magic.

​Only those with golden eyes can access portal magic. With practice their power will grow stronger, and the stronger they get the more golden their eyes will become.

​That I already knew from what Kieran had told me.

​With portal magic comes a few extra benefits. They can see the magic that connects us much easier than everyone else. Friends are connected with thin golden threads and mates are bonded with thick neon purple for Nocturians and thick neon white for the Seraphyne.

​Interesting. That’s why I was able to see the golden thread that connected me and Garrick as friends.

​Portal magic is first accessed through meditation. One must clear their mind and calm their soul in order to see the doors that lay beyond this physical plane of existence.

​A meditative state. I could do that. I set the book aside and closed my eyes as I sat on my bed. I’d done a little meditation back on earth.

“Breathe in through the nose and out through the mouth,” I repeated the words I’d heard from a guided meditation I’d followed a few times.

Clear your mind and calm your soul. I did just that as I let all my thoughts float away like balloons. I remembered what it had felt like to be in Kieran’s arms that night I’d fallen asleep next to him. I’d never felt more at peace in my life than when I was with him.

My mind was clear and my soul was calm. It was time to see what I could do. I wanted to start with something simple, so I imagined a door leading to the other side of the room.

Breathe in through the nose and out through the mouth. I kept my breathing even. Vague images of the broken furniture at the other side of my room filtered through my mind as a distinctive energy flowed through my veins. It hummed softly like a butterfly’s wing. An outline of a door appeared in my mind, but as quickly as it appeared it also disappeared.

I opened my eyes and sighed when I saw my room just as it was before. There was no door, no purple portal anywhere to be found.

That was alright. It was just my first attempt. My magic would grow with time.

Before I went to bed I asked the guard outside my door to send the queen a message.

“Tell her that I’ve mastered light magic and I’d like to give her a demonstration.”

“Yes, my lady. I will do so shortly when the next guard comes on shift.”

“Thank you,” I gave him a polite bow and finally laid down to sleep.

Elio was again absent from breakfast the next day, which was fine by me. I hoped that meant he’d be visiting me this afternoon which would work perfectly for what I had planned.

The guard posted outside my door informed me soon after I’d woken up, that the queen would give me an audience this morning after breakfast and that Garrick would also be there.

“You’ve got this,” Mara encouraged me as we ate together.

“I hope so,” I sighed trying to hold onto every bit of courage I had.

Shortly after we’d finished eating there was a knock on my door. Garrick entered the room looking nervous.

“I’ve been informed the queen wants a demonstration from you today.”

“I know, I sent word last night that I was ready,” I confessed.

“You did what?” Garrick scowled at me much like a big brother would after finding out their younger sibling had tattled on them to mom.

“I am ready,” I confirmed in a firm tone. “You told me recently that if I wanted to help you, I should master light magic. I believe I have, and now I’m going to prove it so you can finally leave.”

Garrick’s expression turned to one of hurt. “I hadn’t meant it like that. You don’t have to do this now.”

“Yes I do,” I pinned him with a glare. “I have secrets of my own. I need to do this now, and you need to be free of the queen and her schemes.”

“If I am freed, I will leave, and who will protect you then?”

“I will protect myself,” I quipped.

He eyed me in his assessing manner. “Either way, what is done is done. You can’t back out of it now.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I responded with my head held high.

I wanted to give Garrick a strong impression that I could take care of myself so he could leave without any guilt on his conscience. He had promised Kieran he’d look after me, but right now, the best thing he could do was leave.

He handed me my fake crystal and we walked out into the heart of the citadel toward the queen’s quarters.

As we walked I spotted a couple holding hands and looking quite content, then I nearly gasped as I saw a thick neon white thread connecting them.

“Their mate bond,” I whispered.

“What?” Garrick asked.

“Oh, nothing, just whispering encouraging words to myself.”

I rubbed my eyes and looked at the couple again. I thought maybe it was a fluke or a one time thing, but it wasn’t. Their mate bond was still there plain as day.

It seemed that now that I had made a conscious effort to tap into my portal magic, I was starting to see the other benefits as well.

I looked at Garrick again and saw the thin golden thread that connected us through friendship. I gently tugged on it and Garrick looked down at me with a frown.

“You don’t need to tap my side. If you want my attention you just need to say my name.”

“Oh, sorry,” I looked away trying to hide my embarrassment.

As we passed through the atrium there was a young male Serephyne guard looking forlornly at the beautiful daughter of an aristocrat. They had a mate bond as well, but it was different from the other couple. It was there, they were connected, but it was hollow as if they hadn’t accepted their bond yet.

I looked at Garrick again, curious to know what it would look like to see a mate bond that had been severed by death. There was a thick thread that extended out from his chest. It was both neon white and neon purple. Did Seraphyne threads turn purple when their mate died? It was a question I would not get an answer to. Not yet.

We had entered the queen’s wing of the citadel. Where thriving plants once lined the walls, dead plants now lay wilted and gray along the black carpet.

​Garrick seemed to notice them at the same time I did and frowned at the sight. “That doesn’t seem right.”

​“No, it doesn’t.” He had no idea how correct he was. Those plants had been given life at the cost of many lives and now they lay dead because the queen took that life back to raise an undead army.

​As we approached the queen’s quarters, one of her deadly blooms, as she called them, opened the door for us. Her normally clean room was now filled with half dead plants, work tables, and random papers everywhere.

​I glanced down to read one of those scraps of paper wondering what kind of notes the queen might be taking.

​Eldrin’s Obsidian Stone - the Voidweaver. East Mountain Caves?

​While the queen had her eyes on Garrick I snatched the paper and shoved it into my dress pocket.

​“I must say I was surprised to hear that you had mastered light magic so quickly after your return from Nocturia. Are you sure you’re ready for this?” The queen eyed me in that judgemental way that only she could do.

​“Yes, your majesty,” I curtseyed. “I believe I’m ready.”

​“Wonderful. Then let’s get started,” she commanded as she sat down in the large golden armchair she had at the other end of the room.

​I glanced over at Garrick who gave me a slight nod and I pulled out my real power crystal. Here we go.

​I faced the queen and poured all my attention into the task at hand. Light from within. I focused on who I was, what I’d accomplished, every push up, every lap around the courtyard, and every inch I climbed up that literal fucking mountain. I focused all my energy into those thoughts until I felt power flow from my heart down my arm, through my palm and into my crystal. A beam of light formed and I quickly shaped it into a broadsword as mighty as Garricks.

​Garrick gasped and the queen clapped as if I were some fun attraction.

​“Good, very good.” The queen nodded in approval.

​I sighed with relief and started to withdraw my power.

​“Not yet, my child. I’ve got a little test for you to prove just how strong your light sword is.”

​The queen looked over at the young Seraphyne male guard standing along the wall.

​“Guard, come forward.” The wide-eyed male swallowed hard but obeyed the queen’s command.

​“Slice through his armor. Lay him bare before me,” she commanded.

​“Y-your majesty?” the young male trembled.

The queen rolled her eyes as if she were annoyed by his fear. “Fine, you may block and parry her attacks.”

“Raise your sword,” I commanded and the guard obeyed. The queen wouldn’t let Garrick go unless I completed this little demonstration for her, but I didn’t want to make this male look vulnerable before the queen. I was afraid if I did she might take advantage of that vulnerability and strike him down herself just for the mere pleasure of it. If he blocked my moves he might live and I might be able to prove my mastery.

The guard lifted his sword and got into an attack position. It was time to put Atreis’s training to good use.

I swung my sword as I was taught, and the guard met my volly. Sparks flew as my light sword struck against his.

I backed away and he lunged. My sword came down just in time to block his attack.

Around and around we went and all the while my power was growing stronger. I kept remembering what I’d done, where I’d been, how I’d survived. I remembered it all until my broadsword glowed bright. They could have closed every curtain in that room and blown out every candle and it still would have looked like midday. My sword was that bright, my power that strong.

Our swords came together one final time and mine sliced through his, he cried out and dropped his power crystal and as I loomed over him I saw that it had cracked.

The queen stood from her golden chair and a look of awe mixed with fear crossed her face.

“Is that proof enough for you, my queen?”

She straightened her shoulders and schooled her features to a neutral expression once again. “I suppose so,” she shrugged, trying to look unaffected by my display.

I couldn’t help but notice that I was two short strides away from the queen. In one quick movement I could slay her where she stood.

I imagined her gold armchair being stained red and an unnatural glee warmed my belly. I wasn’t normally a violent person, but I’d make an exception for the queen.

​My hand tightened on my crystal and I started to imagine my accomplishments and how good it would feel to add queen slayer to that list.

​Maybe this was my destiny, not escape but vengeance. Vengeance for all the lives the queen had taken.

​I took another step forward before I felt Garrick squeeze my shoulders then wrap his arms around me in what served as both a tight hug and an attempt to hold me back from the queen.

​“You cannot slay a Seraphyne with light,” he whispered in my ear. “If you could, I would have killed her a long time ago,” he whispered.

​A bone deep disappointment washed through me and I released the tension that had been building up in my body as I had prepared to strike and let my sword of light fade back into my power crystal.

​Garrick pulled me around to face him and exclaimed, “Well done!”

​“Yes, well done my child,” the queen pursed her lips. I think she’d expected me to fail. How disappointing for her that I didn’t.

​“And well done to you, Garrick. I asked you to train Lavonna in light magic, and you have. In three days time I will release you from my service.”

​Garrick’s smile turned into a feral display as he beared his teeth. “Why not today?”

​“Be grateful for what you’ve been given, soldier, I know I would be if I were you.”

“What difference does a few days make? Fulfill your promise as I have fulfilled mine.”

“What difference indeed?” A few more days won’t hurt you.

“But I do have your word? You will release me and all that is bound to me in a few days?”

“Yes, of course.”

Now it was my turn to lure Garrick away from his murderous thoughts. “Thank you, your majesty. We’ll be on our way.”

Garrick shook his head as we exited the queen’s quarters. “There is no reason for this delay. I don’t like it.”

“Do you think she’ll hold to her word to release you?” I asked. I did this so he could be free and I could escape with Mara and Farryn. I needed to know that he would be free.

“I will make her,” he seethed.

That would have to be good enough. I’d done all I could do to free Garrick. Now it was in his hands to make sure the queen kept her promise, because if all went to plan, I’d be gone from this place by the end of the night. 




Chapter 16

Witness Me
















​“How did it go?” Mara asked as she excitedly bounced on the balls of her feet waiting for my answer.

​“It went well. The queen said she’d release Garrick from her service in a few days.”

​“That’s great news!”

​“Yes, it is.” I opted not to mention that Garrick wasn’t confident that she’d keep her word.

​“We’re a step closer then,” Mara added.

​“I’d really like to get out of here tonight if we can,” I stated as I sat down on my bed.

​Knock, knock, knock. I knew who that was. I’d memorized the different patterns people used when knocking on my door.

I turned to Mara and urgently whispered, “Pack your things. Then wait for me in the stairwell. I’ll let you know when it’s time to go.”

Mara nodded her head in understanding and quickly left the room.

“Coming,” I yelled the moment before I got up and opened the door.

Elio stood there looking pretentiously annoyed, a look his arrogant ass had mastered well.

“I wanted to congratulate you, my Flower. I heard you passed my mother’s test.”

“I did.” Where was he going with this?

“Aren’t you going to let me in?”

“Of course,” I stepped away from the door and Elio walked in as if it were his room and not mine.

“Get on the bed, Lavonna. You know why I’m here.” His voice was low and cold. It seemed the preamble was over. Whatever feelings of warmth we’d had between was long gone.

“Yes, your majesty,” I laid down on the bed and waited. Would he choke me again this time? Had he thought of some new way to hurt me? Maybe some way that would leave less of a mark?

But neither of those things came to pass. He simply laid behind me and pulled out the transfer crystal that would drain my power.

It seemed fitting somehow that the end of our time together would be like this. No fighting, no yelling, just a calm goodbye. He didn’t know I’d be leaving, but I did. After tonight I’d be gone and whatever dreams he had of using me would be over.

The cold touch of the transfer crystal made me shudder. The tiny pinpricks of pain made me wonder if this was what it would be like to die by a thousand small cuts. A single one wouldn’t be notable on its own but altogether they’d bleed every last drop from you.

I let him get comfortable, complacent, lazy even. He had no reason to question me. I’d never fought him on this, never pushed back except for that one time I accidentally focused on myself instead of him and the transfer crystal reversed. It gave me his strength instead of the other way around.

It had been a beautiful moment of realization. I’d learned how to jail the jailor and had just been waiting for my time to strike.

I started thinking of myself, my hair, my black wings, my golden eyes. I pictured myself strong and vibrant and so very far away from this place.

“Gah!” Elio shouted and tried to pull away, but I was too fast. I grabbed his wrist and very quickly thought of bigger things. I saw myself as bright as the sun and as dark as a moonless night. I was both. I was all. I was powerful.

Color started to drain from his face as he fought against me and realized he could not break free.

Wonderful warmth seeped into my veins as I drained him of his power.

More! More! More! I wanted to take it all!

“Your, majesty? Are you alright in there?” The guard at my door knocked. The door creaked open and his eyes grew wide as he saw his prince being drained of his life force.

I dropped the transfer crystal, breaking our connection and reached in my pocket for my power crystal. The guard tried to run, but I imagined a rope made of light.

A heavy whip extended out from my crystal and I used it to strike the guard. He fell with a heavy thump before he could get more than five steps away from my room.

I pulled him in, and drained his power until he was passed out next to Elio. I couldn’t risk anyone coming after us.

“Mara! It’s time!” I shouted from the middle of the room.

She ran up the steps with a large bag slung over her shoulder.

“What did you do?” She asked when she saw Elio passed out on my bed.

“I drained him of his power just like he’d drained me over and over and over again.”

“Oh,” she nodded but for the first time I saw a flash of fear cross her face. She hadn’t realized I was capable of such things. Well now she knew.

I grabbed my bag from under my bed. It had my fake power crystal, my books, and my amulet necklace. I had very few possessions, but the ones I did have were precious to me.

“Let’s go.”

I led the way. Mara had mapped out the quickest route to the dungeons, and I had memorized it.

It didn’t take long before we found ourselves in those dark halls and face to face with a cluster of red crystals that had been embedded into the wall.

“Let’s hope I’ve got enough power to break these,” I muttered aloud as I raised my crystal to be level with the ones on the wall.

I thought of light and dark, Garrick with his light power and Kieran as the Lord of Shadows. I thought of all I was and all I wanted to be, and nearly jumped for joy as my light and dark magic came together into a twisted beam that I aimed at the red crystals.

I poured all my strength into that beam and watched as the red crystals grew brighter and brighter just as they had before.

“Duck!” I yelled right before they shattered into a thousand pieces all across the floor.

I shoved a few of them into my pocket then beckoned Mara to follow. We ran down the hall passing cell after empty cell.

Farryn had to be down here somewhere.

“We could use a little help here!” I shouted. I was getting frustrated with how long this was taking. Elio wouldn’t stay knocked out forever and once he came to he’d tear the citadel apart to find me. My trashed room wouldn’t even compare to the damage he’d do to find me now, his battery, his power, his Flower.

“Who are you looking for? Maybe I can help?” A soft voice spoke from the darkness and my blood ran cold.

Aria rounded the corner flanked by two undead guards. “It wasn’t Farryn was it?” She held up her lamp and illuminated the cell just ahead of me. There she was with her black and white wings, missing eyes, and chained ankle.

“Don’t involve yourself in his Aria. You know what will happen if you do,” Farryn warned.

​“That future is not set!” Aria snapped back. “Besides you’ve been wrong before.”

​“Go find Garrick,” I whispered to Mara. “Swear whatever oath, make whatever promises you need to get him to help us.”

​She nodded her head and ran as fast as her short Lunarkin legs would take her.

​“You are chasing the ghosts of your own fears. Choose a different path,” Farryn continued to plead with the other seer.

​“I am building a future where my mate and I can be free.”

​“You are arming your enemy with weapons and will find yourself surprised when they turn those weapons on you,” Farryn pressed on.

​“Silence!” Aria warned, or it’ll be more than your eyes you’ll miss.

​“Grab her,” Aria commanded the soldiers and I chose not to run. What would be the point? If I used my power now I wouldn’t have enough to break the red crystal barring Farryn’s door. No, I would have to go along with whatever the seer had planned and wait for my moment to flee.

​I intentionally dropped my fake crystal on the floor when the guards apprehended me, and Aria looked all too pleased to find it.

​“I’ll take that,” she snatched it up off the ground and smiled to herself as if she’d just pocketed some great prize. Now she wouldn’t feel the need to search me for my crystal.

​The guards led me to a cell far away from Farryn, where they shackled my wrists and ankles with chains that were connected to the wall.

​“I knew you’d try to escape. I saw it.” Aria informed me with a self-satisfied grin on her face. “I’ve never felt powerful like this before,” she said more to herself than anyone else. “This feels amazing.”

​“You’ve helped the queen kill dozens of people, but this,” I looked up at my shackled wrists. “This is what makes you feel powerful? Pathetic.”

​“I’d be careful if I were you,” she warned. “In a few more minutes my mate is going to be here, and you’ll finally serve the purpose for which you were intended.”

​“You’re mate?” I focused my vision on her heart, and sure enough a bright white light led from her chest and down the hall. The thread was moving like a rope that was being reeled back in along the floor. Whoever they were, they were close.

​“Your mate has arrived,” Elio appeared outside the cell looking nearly as pale and haggard as I left him.

​“Heaven’s above! What happened?” Aria ran to his side and I saw it then. The bond that connected them. It was so clear that I nearly laughed. I should have been able to see even before I gained my portal powers.

​“I don’t understand,” I began. “Why not just leave? You could have gone anywhere just the two of you, and yet you stayed, for what?”

​“You really think my mother would have let me leave?” Elio rolled his eyes. “Ever since my father died, she’s become obsessed with keeping me safe. She claims everything she does is for my protection. You think you’re a prisoner here? Try being the son of the most powerful mother in the world. Then you’ll understand what it truly means to be trapped.”

​“That still doesn’t explain why you hid that you’re mates or what my role is in all this.”

​“I’m a prince. It’s not proper for me to marry for love. Royalty marries for power, and if Aria had not lied about you being the chosen one, the most powerful person in all five kingdoms and my mate, then my mother would have married me off long ago.”

​“Was it all a lie? Was I just some average person you pulled through the portal for you to bend to your will?”

​“Not all of it.” Aria admitted. “You are very powerful. You had to be for this to work.”

​I didn’t like the sound of that.

​“For what to work?”

​“This,” she held up a red crystal that had been fused to a tranfser crystal in her petite pale white hands.

​“You see, I can’t overthrow my mother on my own, and neither can you, but if I were to drain all that delicious power of yours including your gifts with dark magic, then I will be able to strike her down once and for all.”

​“Why not just work together?” I seethed. The answer seemed so simple to me.

​“I’m done being at the mercy of others. I want the power to control my destiny in my own hands.”

​“You just want power,” I corrected and he bared his teeth at me.

​“I told you once that everything I do is for my mate, and I wasn’t lying. I’m a good person, Lavonna. If I weren’t forced into these impossible circumstances you’d know that.”

​“You didn’t seem so nice when you nearly choked me to death,” I stated.

​“Silence, Flower,” Elio backhanded me against the cheek. “You are here to be plucked, and because of this red crystal, there’s nothing you can do about it.”

​He set the crystal on the ground at my feet and even from there I could feel its pull. It felt like a black hole sucking in everything around it.

​Elio closed his eyes and hovered his hand over the crystal, and then I fell into a trance-like state. Not only could I not fight this drain on my power, I lacked the desire to even want to.

​A deep chill clung to my bones as black tendrils of power left my body, went through the crystal and into Elio.

​Thankfully, I was drawn out of my trance when I heard the bleating of a goat, but that couldn’t be right. There wouldn’t be any goats in the dungeon would there?

​“I don’t understand,” Aria confessed, looking very scared. “I didn’t see anyone coming. In my visions we were never interrupted.”

​No sooner had she finished speaking that Mara, Garrick, and his goat Nola came running around the corner.

​Garrick busted the cell door open and Mara lifted her axe.

​I nearly laughed at the poetic justice of it all. Aria was an elvish seer which meant she couldn’t see Lunarkins in her visions of the future. So despite all their planning, all their schemes, they never saw Mara coming. No wonder the queen went to war with the Lunarkins. It only took one to throw their plans into ruin.

​“Witness this, bitch!” Mara swung her axe through the air and brought it down hard upon the fused crystal. It shattered into a thousand pieces and all the power Elio had been draining from me, returned into my veins once again.

​Garrick held a sword to Aria’s neck while Mara unlocked my shackles.

​“Move and the seer dies,” he threatened, and Elio made the wise choice to stay put.

​“Alright, let’s go,” I suggested as soon as I was free.

​We left the cell and Garrick closed and locked it with the key he’d stolen from Aria.

​“I’ll be taking this,” he shoved the keys into his own pocket and we started to walk down the hallway.

​I realized then that I didn’t remember which way we’d gone. Walk in the wrong direction and I’d be walking away from Farryn, the one person I needed to get to most.

​“Not so fast,” Garrick huffed. “We made a deal.”

​“Yes, and whatever Mara promised you, I’ll be happy to fulfill it as soon as we are out of here,” I vowed.

​“That might be a problem,” Mara frowned.

​“What? Why?” This escape plan wouldn’t survive one more delay.

​“Because what I need is for you to free a prisoner for me.” Garrick leveled me with a piercing gaze. He was dead serious about it.

​“I can’t. I have my own prisoner to free and I only have enough strength to break one more red crystal.”

​“Too bad,” he seethed. “You’re going to free my prisoner and then hope you have enough power left to get yours too.”

​I realized Garrick wasn’t going to budge on this.

“Ugh, fine!” It was risky, but what choice did I have?

​“Take me to them,” I demanded.

​“Right this way.” Garrick walked down the dungeon corridor to our left.

​“Is this why you’ve stayed in Luminaria this whole time? Who is this prisoner? A rebel from the Heretic’s rebellion?”

​“Something like that,” Garrick answered.

​“Here,” he stopped before a cell with a glowing red crystal covering the lock. There was no light, and absolutely no way to tell who was inside.

​“Let’s get this over with,” I sighed as I cleared my mind and thought of light and dark once again.

​It was more difficult this time but I was able to bring the two sides together into one beam of light. I focused that beam onto the crystal and watched as it got brighter and brighter until it finally shattered into pieces.

Garrick rushed into the tiny room and unlocked the shackles that held the prisoner in place. A moment later he stepped into the light carrying a very weak looking woman with black and white wings, and a cloth over her eyes.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got you now.” Garrick rested his forehead against hers in the most gentle gesture I’d ever seen him make.

He then looked up at Mara and I and announced, “May I introduce the most powerful seer in all five kingdoms, the leader of the Heretic’s Rebellion and my mate, Farryn Thornburg.” The grin on his face was wide and unrelenting. Pride filled his eyes as he looked down at his mate in his arms.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was Farryn. A thick thread made of both light and dark magic extended from her chest to Garrick’s. They were mates, and this is what a bond looked like when the couple possessed both light and dark magic. I could see Farryn’s tan skin more clearly now. She looked undeniably biracial and her black and white wings only served to prove my theory. She possessed both light and dark magic within her.

“But you said your mate was dead,” I argued.

“I lied,” he smiled. “I had to. The queen would have killed her if I ever spoke a word of her continued existence.”

In a way the seer being his mate made sense. He said he’d grown up in a border town. She was biracial, meaning she had to be from a border town or Nocturia itself. He said he missed her green eyes, and she’d lamented the loss of her emerald eyes.

“Hello, Lavonna.” Farryn smiled as she spoke my name. “It’s nice to meet you in the flesh. I’m sorry I had to keep you in the dark about so many things, but it was the only way. Like I said before, when people know too much about their future they have a tendency to bring their worst fears to pass.”

I thought about Aria and Elio and wondered if they’d accidentally brought about their worst fears.

“Do you know Lavonna?” Garrick asked, looking confused. “I’ve spoken to a great many people while I’ve been down here, but that’s a tale for another time. I fear our window for escape is rapidly closing my love.”

Farryn lifted her hand to Garrick’s cheek and he briefly leaned into her touch. “I’ve missed touching you,” she confessed.

“We will never be separated again, I can promise you that,” he vowed as he began to walk. We followed him down the hallway.

“The nearest exit is over here.” He pointed to a door that wasn’t far away.

It was jammed shut. He shoved his shoulder against the door but it was no use. “You’ll have to put me down to get it open,” Farryn said.

“I don’t want to,” he mumbled in a voice that could have been described as a whine. Who was this male? First he was gentle and now he’s whining because he has to put Farryn down? I’d never seen this side of him before. Until this very moment I wasn’t even sure he was capable of such emotions.

“I’ll hold her up,” I suggested.

“Alright,” he gently lowered her until her feet were firmly on the ground, and she leaned against me.

“Back up,” he warned and we did as we were told. Then he rolled up his sleeves and shoved the door with all his might. It finally gave way leading us to freedom.

Garrick picked up his mate again, handling her as if she were made of glass. Then we made our way out onto a paved pathway that led directly to the forest.




Chapter 17

The Son of the King
















​“That’s a long walk,” Mara remarked. “Long enough for us to be spotted and recaptured.”

​“We will have to run then,” Garrick suggested.

​“That’s easy for you to say,” Mara quipped.

​“Run where?” The familiar voice of the queen floated above us, and I looked up to find her gliding down from the sky as graceful as a snake.

“Run Garrick, she will not follow,” Farryn commanded.

“I won’t follow but that doesn’t mean my deadly blooms won’t.”

Undead soldiers came pouring out of the door we’d just exited. One after another like an unending hoard.

“Run! Now!” Farryn yelled and this time we listened.

Garrick led the way, I kept Mara in the middle, and I brought up the rear, and we ran like hell, but despite our speed, the undead soldiers kept gaining on us until one was able to reach out and rip my dress with his clawed hand.

I pulled out my power crystal and called upon what little strength I had left and formed a shield of darkness and a sword of light. In one swift move I beheaded the creature and turned to run again, but more kept coming. We had no choice but to stop and face them.

I held my shield and sword, Mara brandished her axe and Garrick swung his broadsword. We did our best to keep the queen’s soldiers away, but the horde kept coming.

Then a lightning bolt from heaven struck the ground between us and them. A moment later, a winged male with white feathers and dark brown shaggy hair landed so heavily on the path it sounded like thunder.

The male turned his head revealing his identity. It was Atreis, but his eyes were glowing a bright white and small sparks of lightning criss crossed between his fingers.

“Stay behind me,” he warned as a large ball of light formed in his hands. The ball turned into a large glowing orb, the light of which could rival the sun itself.

“The Light Bringer,” Garrick breathed, eyes wide with shock.

“No!” The queen’s shout could be heard across the kingdom moments before Atreis released his power on her undead army.

The ball of light flashed before us, incinerating every soldier in its wake.

“No!” The queen screamed again as her deadly blooms laid in piles of ash scattered along the ground.

“You’ll pay for this!” she swore. “You bastard! You’ll pay for this!”

We had no time to stay and watch the queen weep for her undead army. Instead we turned to face the forest.

“Come on, we don’t have much farther to go,” Garrick said as we began running again.

“Come with us, Atreis.” I extended my hand to the son of the king. The true son.

He hesitated for a moment when Mara cut in, “It’s not like you have much choice. If you go back there the queen is going to kill you. Even your brother can’t protect you from a rage that deep.”

Atreis looked toward the forest then back at the citadel as if he were a male being torn between two different choices, two different paths.

“Alright,” he agreed and took my hand.

The forest was as dark as always, but there was an undeniable purple light glowing from within.

“Kieran!” I dropped Atreis’s hand and ran through the trees.

There he was, my guardian angel, my Kieran, my king. He stood before a portal door that led directly into the Nocturian stronghold.

“All are welcome,” he said as a greeting. “But most especially you,” his eyes were on me and I ran the short distance between us and collided with his strong warm chest. He held me tight, tighter than I’d ever been held before.

“Let’s go home,” he whispered in my ear.

“I’d like that. I’d like that very much.” Kieran lifted me into his arms and carried me through the portal directly into Nocturia. It was just as I’d remembered it with its gravel paths, cute shops and booths, and people of all colors, shapes, and sizes shopping in the main square.

Tears burned behind my eyes as the reality finally began to set in. Kieran put me down and I turned to Mara as she walked through the portal.

“We did it,” I cried and fell to my knees.

“We did,” Mara ran up to me and gave me the kind of hug only a strong Lunarkin could give.

Sobbs rattled through my chest as I looked at our little group. Mara the brave, Garrick the resilient, Farryn the wise, and Atreis the bold. We’d done it. We’d escaped.

“Welcome home,” Garrick kissed his mate, and she smiled against his lips.

“It’s good to be back,” she said before she kissed him again and again. Their bond was strong and beautiful and I was happy beyond words that my friend had been reunited with his mate.

“I’d been preparing for your arrival,” Kieran looked to all of us. “Farryn predicted each of you would make it.”

“I wasn’t sure about the Light Bringer,” the seer admitted. “But I think you’ll be happy with the choice you made.”

Atreis blushed and looked down at his feet. “I should have left a long time ago.”

“It’s hard to leave somewhere you are protected to join a world with unknown possibilities,” Mara encouraged.

“Your friend is wise,” Kieran smiled down at her.

“Yes, she is,” I agreed, and Mara beamed with pride.

“Home, sweet, home,” I squeezed Kieran’s hand as I took in the sight of Nocturia, and I’d never felt safer or more at peace, I just hoped this peace would last.




Chapter 18

A Room for Everyone
















“Let me show you where each of you will be staying,” Kieran pointed toward a cute little village at the west end of the city.

“The Masina’s, a Lunarkin family, requested to host you during your stay here, Mara.”

Her eyes lit up with recognition. “The Masina’s? They were my neighbors back home. They came here?”

“It seems so,” Kieran grinned.

He held my hand as he led the way to the village. The houses here were all different shapes and sizes which not only looked beautifully original, but also was a mark of the diversity found in Nocturia.

Lunarkins were gardening outside of their smaller one-level houses, Jinarians could be seen sipping tea in front of their large bay windows, and elvish folk both Seraphyne and Nocturian alike chatted with each other outside of their larger multi floor houses that would easily accommodate their wings.

Elvish children with black and white wings ran past us down the path as they squealed with laughter and joy.

“Has Nocturia always been like this? A place that welcomes everyone, or is this your sister’s doing?” I asked.

“It’s a bit of both,” Kieran began. A Lunarkin toddler was doing their best to run away from their parents, but Kieran was able to catch them as they tried to run between his feet.

“Sorry your majesty, she just got away from us.” A frazzled dad apologized. His partner, and the child’s other father added, “she has the spirit of ten warriors and the speed of twenty elves.”

“No apologies needed, gentleman,” Kieran handed their daughter back to them. “I’m glad children are able to run free in my kingdom.”

Kieran took my hand again and we kept walking. “My parents started us on the path of cultivating a welcoming culture and community. They said the best ideas happen in rooms with diverse minds and experiences. It made sense to them to welcome people from all kingdoms and walks of life. My sister continued their work and built strong relationships with the neighboring kingdoms.”

“Your sister is a good ruler,” I agreed.

“A very good ruler,” Kieran nodded.

“How do you feel about ruling, your majesty?” I teased.

“I…I took the burden of the crown so I could see someone very special to me, but now I wear it to keep that person safe, to keep everyone in Luminaria safe.”

“Do you think you’ll ever come to regret that decision?” I couldn’t help but ask. Could I really be worth the weight of a kingdom?

“No,” Kieran laughed, but then his expression grew pensive. “Truth be told, I think my sister is a better ruler than me, and I can see myself abdicating the throne to her once the queen is gone.”

“Really?” I hadn’t expected that. It’s not often someone ascends to the highest seat in a kingdom already planning their retirement. Most people would scheme up a thousand ways to keep their throne, their power, but not Kieran. That isn’t his way.

“Is that the plan then? Are you going to march on Luminaria and slay the queen?”

“Why? Would you like to join me if I do?” He gave me a teasing smile.

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “I can’t deny that I yearned to add the title, Queen Slayer, to my name while I was in her presence.”

Kieran barked out a laugh. “Given the right tools, I have no doubt that you’d be able to do so, but no. I don’t plan on marching on the city of light just yet. Farryn says the queen will bring the war to us first, but when we strike back it will be hard and devastating.”

“Will the Seraphyne who aren’t loyal to the queen be given the chance to surrender?” I thought of the people we met at the tavern and how they seemed to have no love for the queen. They’d even openly called Garrick, commander, displaying their old loyalty to the rebellion.

“I’m hoping they will join our side. Farryn has started to reveal herself again. Once word spreads that the leader of the rebellion has returned, they will come to our gate, and we will welcome them.”

“Ah here we are,” Kieran stopped in front of a Lunarkin home with a thriving fall garden, and a beautiful blue door decorated with an elaborate mural of the night sky and a full moon.

Kieran knocked on the door and took a step back. Soon after an older Lunarkin woman with gray hair stepped out and her gray haired husband followed her.

“Good afternoon, my king,” they both bowed. “Mara!” The older male yelled as soon as he saw my friend.

“Dal! Lua!” Mara exclaimed as she ran toward the older couple. She nearly knocked them over with her embrace, but the Lunarkin’s were a sturdy race and very hard to bring down.

“Come in my child, warm your feet at our hearth and make yourself at home.” Lua suggested as she led Mara inside.

“I’ll see you all tomorrow!” Mara waved as the door shut behind her.

It felt strange seeing her in the care of others. Selfishly I wanted to keep her by my side. I’d done my best to keep an eye on her for many months now. I would have to trust that she’d be safe here, and that her host family would protect her as fiercely as I would.

“She is safe within these walls,” Kieran assured me as if he could read my mind. “As are you,” he added.

I nodded my head and willed myself not to cry again. I’d shed enough tears for today.  

We continued down the path to a small cottage with a fenced in yard. “And this is for you,” Kieran smiled at Garrick and Farryn. Garrick still hadn’t set his mate down, and I doubted he would for quite some time. I couldn’t imagine what that would have been like to be separated from each other like that.

“Farryn?” I stopped them before they could enter the house. “Why didn’t you tell Garrick and I that we were working to free the same person?”

A graceful smile spread across the seer's face. “If you had known, things would not have turned out the way that they did.”

I nodded my head as I tried to accept her wisdom. “And why couldn’t you tell me that your mate was alive and in the dungeon?” I asked Garrick.

He shook his head. “The queen told me that if it ever became known that Farryn still lived, that she would blame me for it and kill my mate without a second thought.”

“My existence is a great threat to the queen’s power,” Farryn explained. “But Garrick is a very powerful male and the queen didn’t want to let him go.” A pride-filled smile spread across her face as she kissed Garrick’s cheek. “A very powerful male.”

Garrick blushed. The cheeks of the grumpiest male I’d ever met were turning bright red and he looked away from us as if he were too shy to take such a bold compliment from his mate in public.

“You flatter me,” he said in a shy, hushed tone.

“I speak the truth. I always do.” Farryn replied.

“Well, we’ll leave you to it,” Keiran said, sounding awkward as hell. The King let Nola loose in her new fenced-in yard, and led me away from the cute little village.

“And where will I be staying? Do you have a cute little cottage for me out here too?” I whispered since Atreis was still walking behind us.

“Never,” Kieran huffed. “I wouldn’t be able to think let alone sleep if you were so far away. No, I have a room set up for you in the castle.”

“Is my room close to yours?”

“You’ll just have to wait and see,” he flashed me a mischievous smile.

Our afternoon walk back down the path to the castle was perfect. The weather here was chilly without being too cold, and the bright light of the sun was slightly subdued.

“I’ve placed you each in rooms on this end of the castle,” Kieran informed us.

I recognized this section. It was close to the kitchen which meant it was close to Kieran’s room as well.

“You’re placing us both in the same wing as the royal family?” Atreis asked.

“I figured it’d be easier that way,” Kieran smiled as if he knew something he did not.

I looked back at Atreis who was trying to familiarize himself with his new surroundings, and then I saw it.

His mate bond was purple and white just like Garrick’s had been. His mate must be a Nocturian! I wondered if she lived in the castle too.

“Do you see it?” Kieran whispered.

I eyed him suspiciously. “How is it that you can practically read my thoughts?”

Kieran nervously ran his hand through his hair. “You have a very expressive face. It’s not hard to guess what you’re thinking.”

“Liar,” I teased.

Kieran smiled and leaned in close, “I think you know why I can read your emotions so well.” His voice sent a sensual shiver down my spine.

“Then why can’t I read you as well as you can read me?” I inquired.

“Because,” his voice purred. “You haven’t tapped into the bond like I have. Now that we have time, I’ll be happy to explore that with you.”

Damn that sounded sexy.

“Why don’t you let me explore my room first,” I replied.

“As you wish,” Kieran purred.

“Here’s where you’ll be staying, Atreis.”

We stopped in front of a well furnished room with a bed, dresser, desk, armchair, and fireplace.

“Thank you, your generosity means a lot to me,” the shy Seraphyne bowed in gratitude.

“It’s nothing,” Kieran assured him.

I looked over to the room that was next to his and saw Zarielle’s tiara on a desk.

“Is that your sister’s room?” I asked.

Atreis seemed to freeze in place at the mention of the princess.

“Why yes it is. Uh, we should be going,” Kieran quickly pulled me away right as Atreis looked like he was about to object to staying so close to Zarielle.

“Why did you put Atreis next to your sister?”

“I thought it would be convenient,” he smiled as if that explained everything.

“Convenient how?”

“You’ll see,” he teased and I wanted to pinch him.

We turned a corner and Kieran announced, “we’ve arrived at your room.”

Before I even looked into my room I looked over to see who’s door was next to mine, and smiled when I saw a familiar bed and cot.

“I see you didn’t want me to go far,” I laughed.

“Never,” his eyes twinkled with joy.

“I’m surprised the cot is there. Is that where you prefer I sleep?”

Kierna’s expression suddenly turned serious.

“I’d prefer my bed, but I didn’t want you to feel pressured,” he suggested. “You’ve been through a lot, and I’m certainly not going anywhere, so you can take your time now, rest, explore, be alone, or with company.”

“That’s very thoughtful, but you can get rid of the cot,” I smiled up at him. I liked the idea of us taking our time with this relationship, but if I was going to sleep in his room, it would be in his bed with him.

His returning smile was one of unbridled joy. I’d been looking forward to sleeping in his arms from the moment we’d been ripped apart from each other, and it seemed he’d been longing for the same thing.

I looked down at the thread that extended from my heart and went straight into Kieran’s. It was mostly purple with little flecks of light. I was more Nocturian than anything else, but not entirely.

Kieran looked down at his chest as well and sent a flood of joy through our thread.

“How long have you known?” I asked.

“I felt a connection from the first moment I laid eyes on you,” he admitted. “But it wasn’t until I woke up in Nocturia that I saw the bond.”

He let out a small laugh as he remembered the moment. “You have no idea how distressed I was to find that bond leading me directly to the dungeons.”

“I bet that would have been a surprising place to find your…” I wasn’t sure if I could say it outloud. Our bond was clear, but acknowledging it was different. Was it too soon for that? Was Kieran ready to acknowledge what we had between us? Was I?

“Mate,” he finished my sentence. “And yes, I was surprised to find my mate in a cell.” He frowned at the memory. “I still feel bad about that. Had I known-”

“It all worked out in the end,” I cut him off before he could finish that thought. There was truly nothing he could have done differently. He was out cold and the Nocturian’s thought I was the enemy who had wounded their long-lost prince.

“Has it?” he asked as he took my hand in his and raised it to his lips. His kiss was feather-light against my knuckles, and filled with tenderness.

“I know what it’s like to be trapped there, in that place of horrors. It leaves wounds on the soul that take time to heal. Time that I will make sure you have here in the safety of my kingdom.”

“Thank you,” my voice barely registered above a whisper. I hadn’t even begun to sort through my experiences in the citadel. I would soon, but not today.

He led me to my room. I had a bed, dresser, wardrobe that he’d left open to show that it was already filled with dresses that looked just my size. There was a writing desk and two armchairs next to the fireplace. It was perfectly cozy and welcoming.

He sat down on the bed and I sat next to him.

“We have something special, that’s undeniable,” he began again. “but you just went through hell to get here and you need time to heal. We do not have to accept the bond, not yet, and potentially not ever, if that is your wish.”

“I want to accept the bond,” I was quick to assure him. The world made sense when I was with Kieran. There was a rightness to it. It was as easy as breathing and as comforting as a warm blanket on a cold winter’s night. “But you’re right that I need more time.”

I hadn’t even begun to process the trials I’d endured in the citadel, and I wanted to get to know Kieran, the king, the elf, the male behind the mask. We’d had so little real time together.

This was the beginning of something special. I could feel that in my bones, and when the time was right we would accept our bond.

​“I’ll always be here for you. No matter what,” he promised.

​“I know,” I smiled.

​Kieran looked around the room as if he were checking for any flaw, any mistake he’d overlooked before turning his attention back to me. “I should let you rest,” he ran his knuckles down my cheek. “I’m sure you’re tired. It was just an hour ago you were running for your life. I’ll come back when dinner is being served.”

​“Okay,” I agreed and let my guardian angel, my true mate, my Kieran leave my room to let me sleep.




Chapter 19

Adjustments
















​I really was tired but being alone in my new room was proving to be difficult. I’d spent so much time locked up in my room at the citadel that I was feeling trapped even though I was in an entirely different kingdom. 

​I smelled the blanket and liked that it had a woodsy scent which was very different from my other room. I tried to hold onto that fact but every time I closed my eyes images of my guarded doorway flashed across my mind.

​“Maybe I’ll just open my door,” I said to myself. “I’ll just open the door, see that there are no guards, and I’ll be fine.”

​So I did just that. That act alone helped put my mind at ease. There were no guards, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

​Maybe I could sleep with the door open. I sat back down on my bed and pictured myself laying there, sleeping with my door open, leaving myself exposed to anyone who might walk in. No, I shook my head. I couldn’t do that either.

​This was ridiculous. Kieran was right next door. He would keep me safe. I could even go talk with him if I wanted to. But what would I say? I felt so silly. I was safe now. I knew that and yet, the feeling of being trapped simply would not leave me.

​Without thinking I found myself walking into Kieran’s room. He looked handsome as ever as he sat at his desk twirling a writing quill in his hands looking as if he were trying to distract himself and failing.

​He looked up and smiled to find me in his doorway but the look on my face must have shown my distress because his smile quickly faded.

​“I’m… I’m sorry.”

​I turned to leave. This was stupid. I wasn’t trapped. I shouldn’t feel this way.

​“Wait!” Kieran ran after me and spun me around to face him. “What’s wrong?”

​“Nothing, nothing’s wrong,” I lied as I looked everywhere but his face.

​“Lavonna,” he said my name in a soothing tone.

​“I…I just can’t do it,” I admitted. “and I feel so bad because you gave me such a nice room. It’s nicely furnished, well put together, and it’s even right next to yours. It should be perfect.” “It is perfect,” I corrected. “It’s me. I’m the problem,” I rambled on.

​“What can’t you do?” Kieran’s face was filled with concern.

​“He locked me in my room,” I whispered. “He locked me away and kept guards posted at my door day and night. My world became so small, and I felt so trapped.”

​Understanding dawned on Kieran’s face and he pulled me in for a comforting embrace.

​“I understand.”

​He lifted me into his arms and carried me to his bed.

​“If you’d prefer to sleep in my room or even live in my room with me, then I’d be delighted to have you,” a comforting grin graced his face.

​“But you went through all that trouble of setting up my room,” I lamented.

“I set up a room,” he corrected. “It had been my hope that it wouldn’t be your room for long.”

“You really don’t mind?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“I really don’t mind,” he assured me as he pulled back the covers for me. “I’ve wanted you here with me, for a long time. Once we are ready to accept our bond, you’ll be moving in here anyway. We’re just fast tracking that step.”

I nodded in agreement. His reasoning made sense.

I tried and failed to hold back a yawn. Kieran tucked a lock of hair behind my ear and asked, “would you like for me to lay with you?”

​I hesitated. I did want that. I wanted his comforting presence more than anything, but he was a king now. I was sure he had more Kingly things to do than take a nap with me.

Kieran shook his head with a smile and said, “scoot over.”

I happily made space for him, but I couldn’t help but ask, “Don’t you have things to do?”

“Yes,” he admitted, but didn’t elaborate.

“Well?”

“Well what? None of it is as important as being with you. Now sleep,” he commanded.

​“Yes, sir,” I teased.

​He smiled and drew me into his arms, and all felt right in the world again.
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​A knock at the door woke us up. “Dinner will be served shortly,” a servant announced through the closed door.

​“Thank you, Severo,” Kieran yelled from his…our bed.

​A lazy grin spread across Kieran’s face as he held me in his arms.

​“What?”

​“You, you’re here, with me, in Nocturia. I couldn’t possibly ask for more, and yet this is just day one of many to come.”

​I smiled too. “Day one. I like that.”

​Kieran nodded. “I am thankful that I am a young elf, because that means I get that much more time with you.”

​Tears burned behind my eyes and I wondered if there would ever come a day where I wouldn’t feel like crying. It hadn’t been that long ago that my long elvish life span felt like a prison sentence. I thought I was destined to spend four hundred years with Elio, always questioning why I wasn’t good enough. But in Nocturia, in Kieran’s arms I wondered if four hundred years would be long enough.

​“I’m thankful too,” I smiled. Then my stomach rumbled.

​“Well that won’t do,” Kieran frowned. “Let’s get you something to eat.”

​We got up and walked hand-in-hand to the formal dining room which wasn’t far from the kitchen.

​“Did the others receive an invitation to dinner or is it only you, me, Atreis, and Zarielle, who will eat here in the castle?”

​“Everyone in your party of rebels has been invited. Although, I doubt Garrick and Farryn will attend.”

​“Why?”

​“They’re elvish mates who have been separated for thirty years.” Kieran shook his head. “I think they will soak up every minute they can together, privately, in their own little cottage,” he added.

​“That makes sense. I still can’t believe he and I were trying to save the same person.” I shook my head with a smile.

​“That happens, especially while working with seers,” Kieran assured me.

​“Are there any seers here in Nocturia other than Farryn?”

​“A few,” Kieran confirmed. “But none as powerful as her.”

​We entered the dining room to find Atreis and Zarielle sitting on opposite ends of the table, and Mara sitting alone in the middle. Keiran had been correct. Garrick and Farryn weren’t here and probably would be eating dinner in their cottage tonight.

​“How is everyone settling in?” Kieran asked as he held out my chair for me.

​“I’m happy to be with Dal and Lua,” Mara began. “I never thought I’d see them again after our town was destroyed. I’m happy they made their home here.”

​A light soup was set before us as the first course of our meal. I gave it a small taste and was pleased to find it reminded me of miso. Light and warm and just right for a cold fall day.

​“What about you Atreis?” I asked.

​The Light Bringer glanced over at Zarielle briefly before answering. “My accommodations are more than I could have asked for. I am humbled by your generosity, King Osiris.”

​“Good. Very good,” Kieran nodded.

​“I must ask,” Atreis began again. “Am I permitted to explore the castle and walk through your royal halls?”

​My mate smiled and answered, “You are not the son of a mistress here, Atreis. You are the Light Bringer and as such, you may go wherever you please.”

​“Is that wise?” Zarielle cut in.

​Kieran turned to his sister, unphased by her concerns and replied, “Atreis is the reason why our friends are gathered at this table tonight. Without him none of them would have made it out of Luminaria alive.”

​My mate squeezed my hand under the table and I gave him a soft smile.

​“Do not let your…affection blind you,” Zarielle countered. “We can be grateful for his actions without giving him the run of the entire castle.”

​Shadows filled Kieran’s eyes as he took in the meaning of his sister’s words. She was questioning if our mate bond was causing him to trust the half brother of the prince too quickly.

​“Do you see enemies in every room you enter, sister? Has the burden of ruling our kingdom taken away your ability to distinguish friend from foe, even friend from,” Kieran glanced over at Atreis, “those who could be more?”

“It was my ability to see our enemies that kept our kingdom from ruin,” Zarielle fired back. “Do not speak of things for which you do not know. You weren’t here, brother. No one was here. It was just me for thirty years trying to keep this kingdom afloat.” Her fists were clenched in anger, but her eyes were glossy. Zarielle had faced her own trials and tribulations in Kieran’s absence, that much was clear.

The princess threw her napkin on the table and stood. “I will not be lectured at my own table. If you want to give this stranger full access to our kingdom then you may do so.”

Zarielle stormed out from the dining room. Only the sound of her dress boots clicking hard against the stone floor filled the room until she left the castle entirely.

“Perhaps I should follow her,” Atreis anxiously looked down the hall where Zarielle had walked. “I will tell her that I will restrict myself to the dining room and garden. She should not fear for her safety or her kingdom while I am a guest in her home.”

“I won’t stop you,” Kieran smiled. “But I do suggest you proceed with caution. She can be rather fiery when she’s upset.”

“There are people in this world who are worth getting burned for,” Atreis replied.

He got up from the table and followed the same path Zarielle had taken.

“It looks like Atreis has found his courage,” Mara smiled.

“Yes he has,” I agreed with a smile of my own.

I turned to Kieran and asked, “Did you do that on purpose?”

“Do what?” He pretended to not have a clue what I was talking about.

“Rile her up,” I suggested. “You knew giving him access to the whole castle would make her upset and now he’s chasing after her to bring her comfort.”

Kieran sighed, “My sister has been through a lot in my absence and because of that, she’s built up a mountain of impenetrable walls around her heart. I’m simply giving Atreis an opportunity to break them down a bit.”

He stirred his soup and frowned. “She deserves to be happy.”

“We all deserve that,” I replied while stirring my soup. It had been a long time since I’d felt any happiness, but that was over now. I was safe. I was with my mate.

The second course of the meal was brought out. Spiced meat and seasoned vegetables.

Mara pushed her food around on her plate instead of eating, which wasn’t like her.

“What’s wrong? The food not to your liking?” I teased while nudging her with my elbow.

“No, the food is great,” she was quick to assure Kieran as if he’d cooked it himself. “I’m just distracted.”

“What’s on your mind?” Kieran asked.

“Farryn mentioned an upcoming war.” Mara looked up at us both. “I would like to fight with you, fight for Nocturia.”

​Kieran nodded his head in understanding. “My soldiers train every day from dawn till midday. There is optional specialized training in the afternoon that runs into the evening. You may join them if you like. I’ll notify my commander and he will welcome you into his ranks.”

​“Really?” Mara’s eyes lit up.

​“Really,” Kieran smiled. “There are many Lunarkins that train alongside my soldiers. You will not be alone out there.”

​Mara smiled and finally took her first bite of dinner.

​“What am I to do now that I’m here?” I asked. Mara was going to find her place as a soldier, and I assumed it wouldn’t take long for Atreis to do the same. Garrick and Farryn would take it easy for a long while and then settle into whatever roles would suit them best, but what about me? Where did I fit in this new place?

​Kieran turned his attention to me and a pleased smile spread across his face. “I thought maybe I could teach you how to use your portal magic.”

​“I’d love that!” I exclaimed. “Oh! What about flying? Can you teach me to fly?” I asked, and then immediately froze.

​Kieran didn’t have wings. Would he be offended by my request? Memories of Elio shutting down my desire to fly flooded through me like ice through my veins. Kieran was not Elio, but I’d been conditioned to not ask about flying for my own safety, and that same feeling of dread filled my chest now.

Kieran must have sensed my anxious thoughts. He took my hands into his and had me face him. I looked away, feeling too…vulnerable. It didn’t matter that I knew in my head that Kieran was safe. I’d survived by remaining vigilant, being strong, and by not letting myself be vulnerable to anyone, ever.

“Look at me,” he gently commanded.

I lifted my gaze until I met his eyes.

“You have nothing to fear here, and you have nothing to fear from me. Whatever Elio did, whatever he said doesn’t matter. He’s not here, and he will never be near you again,” Kieran vowed. “If it were up to me, that male wouldn’t have the right to draw breath without your permission and every day I’d pray to the gods that you’d finally make this breath his last.”

I nodded my head and the anxiety pressing down on my chest started to ease. “The day I’d asked you to help me escape, he’d…” I paused as I gathered my courage to say the words aloud. “He’d threaten to clip my wings. All I did was ask him to teach me how to fly.”

A muscle jumped in Kieran’s jaw as he clenched his teeth, and I suddenly found myself being lifted into his arms as he opened a portal behind me.

He carried me into a large green space that was lit up with lanterns along the edges.  

“I would love for nothing more than to teach you how to fly. Elio wanted to keep you grounded and weak. I want to see exactly how high you can soar.”

“Are you sure? You aren’t hurt by my request?”

“Since I don’t have wings? No.” Kieran shook his head. “I do miss catching a strong wind and gliding above my kingdom, but I’ve made peace with it, and I’d never let my sorrow keep you from your joy.”

I couldn’t believe this was real. I had begged for someone to teach me to fly for what felt like ages, and now here I was standing before my real mate who was willing to teach me right here, right now, and all I had to do was ask once.

I sent all the overwhelming joy I was feeling through our bond. I wanted Kieran to share in it. I wanted my joy to be his.

He breathed in deep as my wave of emotions hit him. Then drew me in for a hug and lifted my chin so his lips could meet mine.

His kiss was tender at first but then I teased the seam of his mouth with my tongue and he began to devour me like a man who was starving. We fell to the ground kissing each other as if each meeting of our mouths would be our last. We acted as if we were two beings standing at the edge of existence holding onto nothing but each other. It felt scary and a bit like falling, but I’d fallen before and Kieran had been there to catch me. This time I looked forward to falling again, falling into him, falling in love with him.

His hand trailed up my chest until his fingers gently squeezed my nipple. I let my hand trail down his torso and under the fabric of his pants until I reached my prize. Kieran tilted his head back with a gasp as I made contact with his hard cock.

He stilled my hand and rested his forehead against mine. “I promised I’d teach you how to fly.”

“I’d like for you to send me soaring in other ways…” My words were timid but I’d meant every one of them. “I trust you, Kieran. I know if you say you will teach me tomorrow, you will.”

“I will,” he vowed. “I will devote every waking moment to all of your desires for as long as I live.”

I sent another wave of joy followed by a wave of lust through our bond, and once again I found myself being carried through a portal into our room.

Kieran laid me down on the bed and made quick work of locking the door.

“Are you fond of these clothes?” Kieran asked when he returned to my side.

“These?” I looked down at the dirty dress I’d been wearing since this morning. I should have taken it off hours ago but I’d been too tired and distracted.

“Not really.” I no sooner had the words out of my mouth when Kieran brought a clawed finger to the top of my dress and sliced all the way down until I was laid bare before him.

“Much better,” he rasped.

He descended on me again letting his mouth crash over mine. I unfastened the belt buckle holding up his pants and pushed them down. He wore no undergarments which was fine by me.

I gripped his cock in my hand and he shuddered at my touch.

“I should pleasure you first,” he rasped.

“You pleasured me last time. It’s my turn now.”

“But-”

“You just said you’d devote your life to fulfilling my every desire, and I desire to do this. I desire to see you come undone.”

He opened his mouth to try to argue again when I gave his shaft a hard stroke. He gasped and fisted the blankets.

“That’s better,” I teased and he laughed.

I gently ran my finger along the tip of his cock until he started to leak for me. I drew the liquid down until his shaft was slick enough for my liking. Then I circled the base of his cock with my fingers and slid my hand up and down in a slow stroke.

“Lavonna,” he breathed.

“Let me take care of you,” I purred.

“Kiss me,” he pleaded.

I leaned down and let my lips gently graze his in a tease, a whisper of a touch.

“Please,” he begged, but I did not comply. I continued my pace of slow strokes and kissed his body starting at his chest and working my way up his neck.

Kieran groaned with pleasure and did his best not to thrust into my hand.

I picked up my pace as I kissed his jaw and as he moved his head to meet my mouth, I backed away.

“You torture me with your teasing,” he growled and the sound of his voice sent a shiver straight to my core.

“I torture you with pleasure,” I corrected. “You’ll get what you want soon enough.”

I sped up my movements and twisted my wrist as I reached his tip. He cried out and his hands found their way to my hair. He sank his fingers into my black tendrils and lowered my face to his.

Our tongues danced in an ancient ritual of love and lust and it was clear that he was losing control as his hips bucked forward.

His growls turned into grunts as he became more and more desperate for his release. 

He relaxed his hands and I drew my face away from his. I wanted to see him come undone. I wanted to know what it looked like for a king to lose control. I wanted to see him fall into bliss. I wanted to make him soar as he’d done for me.

“Lavonna,” my name was a whisper on his lips as his breathing grew ragged. His breaths came in fast short pants that nearly matched the speed of my hand.

I sent another flood of lust and joy through our bond.

“Lavonna!” He threw his head back and roared his release with my name on his tongue.

The next thing I knew I was on my back and Kieran was hovering over me. Desire burned in his eyes as a man who was not even close to being sated.

“How far can we go?” I asked. My body was humming with anticipation. I wanted to take this all the way. I wanted to know what it would feel like to have my mate inside me. I wanted it more than I’d ever wanted anything in my life.

“What do you mean?” He asked panting, still trying to catch his breath.

“With the mate bond. If we go all the way, will we be fully bonded?”

This made Kieran sit up, creating an unwelcome distance between us. “Not necessarily, but it would be wise for us to take things slow,” he conceded.

​That was disappointing news.

​“Our pleasure doesn’t have to end though,” he purred as he made his way down my body. He kissed me gently along my breasts, down my stomach, then he came face to face with my sex.

​I was suddenly feeling very shy. He was so close. I started to scoot back and sit up, when his strong arms pulled my legs closer to him and he firmly spread my thighs apart as he licked his lips.

​“Would you deny your mate this feast?”

​“You don’t have to-”

​His responding growl cut off my words. “I’ve never wished for anything more in my life.”

He slowly kissed his way down my right thigh, “Tell me to stop, Lavonna,” he purred. “Tell me you don’t want my tongue on your sex lapping up your essence, bringing you pleasure you’ve never known.”

“Don’t stop,” I pleaded, and thankfully he didn’t.

His tongue met my clit and my hips lifted off the bed. Just that one touch and I was already so close to coming.

It was his turn to moan as he tasted me and apparently liked it very much. He kissed, and sucked, and licked every inch of my slit and teased my clit with his thumb.

My hips lifted off the bed again, but he pinned me down with his arm. Moans and utterances I couldn’t even give a name to escape my lips as he put a finger inside me and grazed my g-spot with the pad of his finger.

“Listen to you, moaning so loud that I know exactly how I make you feel. You bless me with each vocalization, every whimper, every indrawn breath,” he praised. 

I tried to say something in return, but words had failed me. Our bond had begun to shine. It was so bright. I nearly laughed when I thought about the lackluster glow that Elio and I had shared. How could I have ever been tricked into thinking that was a mate bond.

I sent Kieran every emotion and sensation I was feeling through that bond and he groaned so loud my clit vibrated. He dropped his other hand to his cock and I squirmed as I thought about him stroking himself as he pleasured me.

I tried to send him another wave of lust but his talented tongue along with his perfect fingers made me lose all sense of space and time. I had asked him to send me soaring and he was doing just that.

I ascended higher and higher into the heavens as he worked my sensitive flesh. His own grunts were a chorus to the melody of my whimpers and when I came his shouts of pleasure joined my own.

I came and I came hard. I could feel my channel squeezing around his fingers and longed to know what it would be like if it were his cock instead.

Eventually I came down from that moment of bliss and caught my breath. I opened my eyes to find Kieran quickly trying to wipe himself off and change into a fresh pair of loose fitting pants.

The tips of his ears turned a dark brown when he caught me looking.

“I uh, I’ve never experienced anything like that before. I hope it doesn’t offend you that I came when you did.” He looked down right bashful.

“Not at all. I like that you find me so arousing,” I assured him.

“I do. I most definitely do.” he smiled and ran a nervous hand through his hair.

“Kieran…Have you done anything like that with anyone before?”

“Uh, no,” he admitted. “I was a fairly young male when I was taken captive and I hadn’t really had a chance to explore any romantic relationships before that.”

“I see,” I nodded trying to hold back my grin. I had myself a virgin.

“I would ask if you enjoyed yourself, but from the emotions you were sending me through the bond, I think I have my answer.” His shy expression faded into a smug grin.

“Yes, I enjoyed myself very much.” I laughed.

I looked at my shredded dress and realized I would have to go out into the hall naked to get to the clothes in my room.

“Do you think…” I hesitated before I asked. Was it considered impolite to ask someone to make a portal?

“Yes?” Kieran sounded curious but looked more amused than anything.

“Can you make a portal to my room? I need clothes and I don’t really want to go out into the hallway naked.”

“I wholeheartedly disagree with that statement. I don’t think you need clothes at all,” he smirked. “But I will make a portal for you nonetheless.”

He waved his hand and a purple oval appeared that led directly to my room. It felt a bit silly to use a portal to go to a room that was right next door, but why not?

I sauntered from his room and smiled when I caught him tracking my every movement with his golden eyes. I opened the doors of my wardrobe and picked through the clothes Kieran had made for me until I found a black short silk nightgown.

“This will do nicely,” I murmured to myself as I took the garment off its hook. I slipped it on and walked back through Kieran’s portal.

“How long do you think it’ll take before I can make a portal like that?”

“A while,” Kieran said casually as he laid on the bed half naked. He had a lean body with defined muscles and biceps that were big enough to carry a girl my size, which was nice because I liked to be whisked away by him very much.

“A while?” I hadn’t expected that.

“Portal magic is slow work. It takes a while to get the hang of it, but once you do, you’ll never lose it.”

“That’s good at least,” I sighed as I sat down on the bed.

“You’ll get there,” Kieran assured me as he pulled me into his arms. “We have all the time in the world,” he whispered, then kissed my cheek. It was a tender gesture that spoke of the familiarity we had growing between us. He kissed me lightly as if he’d kissed my cheek a thousand times, and I liked that. I liked it a lot.

I rested against his chest, and let him pull the covers up to my shoulders.

“Sleep well, my heart,” he whispered as he blew out the candle on his nightstand.

My heart. I had been Elio’s flower, a thing to be used and plucked. Now I was Kieran’s heart. His everything.

“Goodnight, my guardian angel,” I whispered into the darkness as he held me and I smiled.




Chapter 20

Planning A War
















​The next day we woke to a servant announcing breakfast was being served. We were also informed that everyone in our little group had gathered in the royal family’s private dining room.

​“That’s interesting,” Kieran pondered aloud as he got dressed. “Farryn must have something to discuss. I’m not sure she’d be able to get that brooding mate of hers out of their house otherwise.”

​“Yeah, Garrick is very stubborn,” I laughed.

​“I thought he was foolish when I first met him,” Kieran confessed. “He’d suffered a lot under the queen’s rule and yet he stayed in her service to keep an eye on his mate. I remember being jealous of him, his ability to leave anytime he wanted. I couldn’t understand why he’d stay even for a mate.”

​The king looked up from tying his shoes and met my gaze. “I understand it now.”

​“I hope you never have to experience what he did,” I confessed. “I hope neither of us fall into the queen’s hands again.” I held out my hand and he took it.

​“As long as I draw breath, I won’t let that happen,” he vowed.

​“Good,” I nodded in affirmation. “I won’t either.”

​We walked hand in hand to the dining room and entered to find Mara, Atreis, Farryn, Garrick, Arannis, and Zarielle all sitting around the table.

​Kieran took his place at the head of the table and I sat to his right.

​“Good morning, all. I trust you slept well,” the king greeted everyone.

​“Good morning, your majesty,” Arannis smiled at us both. “We were just discussing our next move.”

​“Our next move?” I asked as I poured myself some tea.

​“I’ve had a vision that the queen will make a stand against us right outside the Nocturian gates,” Farryn informed us. She wore a beautifully embroidered black cloth over her eyes that had been neatly tied in a bow at the back of her head. Gone are the days she’d ever have to wear that dirty rag over her eyes again.

​Garrick scooted his chair even closer to hers when she mentioned the queen. My former trainer wasn’t taking any chances on losing his mate again.

​“When?” Kieran looked disheartened by this news. “How much time do we have to prepare?”

​“Early spring,” Farryn confirmed. “When the snow begins to melt.”

​Kieran nodded his head. “That should be enough time.”

​“Enough time for what?” A sinking feeling filled my chest that I wouldn’t like what he had to say next.

​My mate placed his hand over mine and met my gaze with what looked like nervous excitement.

​“I plan on running through the Valley of Death. As king, I will need every tool at my disposal if I want my kingdom to be survive an attack from the queen.”

​My blood ran cold when he mentioned the valley.

​“You want to gain your power crystal,” I said.

​“Yes, I think it’s past time that I do so,” Kieran confirmed. A warm smile spread across his face and I realized he was excited. Of course he would be. He had been a youth when he was kidnapped. He was an adult now, an adult who wanted a power crystal of his own. 

​“Many will want to run the gauntlet with you,” Zarielle stated from across the table. “We’ve been denied our chance to gain power crystals for many decades and it has made us weak against the queen’s army.”

​I remembered how many of the soldiers who had come to our aid when Elio invaded were all older men and women.

​“I can help you train,” I offered. I would do all I could to make sure Kieran would survive the valley. “but you must work together with everyone running with you so everyone can have a chance to make it out alive.”

​“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Kieran squeezed my hand. “I do not want a single Nocturian life to be lost.”

​I breathed a sigh of relief. I don’t know what I’d been expecting. This was Kieran, of course he’d do whatever he could to ensure the safety of his people. He wouldn’t send Nocturian’s in to be slaughtered for his own gain like the queen had.

​“Do you see me having a role in this battle against the queen?” Atreis asked the seer.

​Farryn tilted her head as she thought carefully about her next words. “I honestly don’t know what your role in this next battle will be, but I do see a future where the queen dies with your blade shoved in her heart. But that battle won’t take place for some time.”

​“My blade?” Atreis looked down at the sword attached to his belt.

​“Yes,” Farryn nodded. “Whenever I get a vision of the queen’s death there’s always a blade there slicing into her heart, and when I focus on it, I see a young male with dark hair and glowing white eyes. I see the Light Bringer.”

​“I see.” Atreis sat back as he absorbed this information.

​“Did you always know you were the Light Bringer?” Zarielle asked from across the table.

Atreis looked up at her and nodded his head. “I felt a strange power flow through my veins when my father died. I didn’t know what it was. No one expected me to get the Light Bringer abilities, but once I figured it out, I kept it hidden for my own safety. Elio was a good protector but there was only so much even the prince could do against the queen.”

“Why do you think it went to you instead of Prince Elio?” Mara asked around a bite of toast.

“I don’t know,” Atreis frowned. “I’ve wondered that myself for many years.”

“Did you ever bring it up to Elio?” I asked.

“Once,” the young Seraphyne acknowledged. “I told him about my abilities and asked if he’d gotten them too. I figured there had been some kind of mistake that we’d both gotten the power of the Light Bringer.”

“What did he say?” I inquired. I couldn’t imagine Elio was too pleased to find he’d lost out on acquiring the strongest power a seraphyne could hope to receive.

“He said he wasn’t surprised. Our father had spent far more time with me and my mother than he ever spent with Elio and the queen. He’d known early on that I was the king’s favorite.”

“Is that how it works? If there are multiple sons the power goes to the king’s favorite?” Mara asked, and she made a good point. I’d assumed it would just go to the oldest.

“No one knows exactly how the transfer of power works,” Farryn added. “It is possible that the king somehow chose for the power to go to you instead of Elio.”

Atreis nodded, “I agree with that theory. I’m not sure how else I could have become the Light Bringer when Elio did not.”

Everyone nodded and the conversation came to a brief pause as we ate our breakfast. 

We were interrupted when a soldier dressed in the traditional black Nocturian training uniform stood at the door.

“Mara of the Lunarkin House of Strength and Fire and Atreis Vansolas. Captain Revanor is ready for you to join his unit for training. Do they have permission to leave your table, your majesties?”

The soldier looked to both Zarielle and Kieran, and Mara looked like she was about to jump for joy.

“Yes,” Kieran agreed and both Mara and Atreis joined the Nocturian as they left the dining room.

“What are you two going to do today?” I asked Garrick and Farryn.

“We are going to the lake,” Farryn smiled. “I’ve missed it.”

Garrick looked at her with open affection. It was as if all the emotion he’d been holding back for thirty years was suddenly spilling out. He no longer carried himself stiffly and the deep frown lines that had aged his face were fading.

“Do you wish to go now?” he asked, ready to take her hand.

“Yes, I think I’m done with my breakfast,” she smiled up at her mate.

Garrick hovered over her as she got up from the table and she laughed.

“I am the Heretic, the leader of a rebellion, and the most powerful seer in all five kingdoms. You do not need to treat me as if I were made of glass.”

“You misunderstand my motives,” Garrick smiled. “I do not hover because I think you are made of glass, I hover because it is my honor to lead the Heretic, leader of a rebellion, and the most powerful seer in all five kingdoms by the hand to wherever she may wish to go.”

“You’re such a romantic,” Farryn laughed. “But don’t think you’ll get away with this. Eventually you’ll have to learn to give me enough space to fall.”

“I am giving you space,” Garrick huffed in pretend annoyance. It was fascinating to see him teasing someone. Who knew that under that rough exterior lay this playful male?

“You could fit an entire goblet between us.”

“You cannot,” Farryn laughed.

“A very small goblet,” Garrick conceded.

There was, in fact, maybe an inch between them as they walked.

As they left the room, Kieran turned to me and asked, “would you like to resume your flight training?”

“I would like that very much,” I smiled up at him as I fluttered my wings behind me.

“I will return this afternoon,” Kieran said to his sister.

“I can oversee the disputes brought to our court. You can spend the day training,” Zarielle replied.

“I do not wish to leave the burden of ruling on your shoulders,” Kieran said in a gentle tone.

“I enjoy the burden of ruling, and you will help no one if you die in the Valley of Death. Your day should be spent training not hearing about small disputes between neighbors.”

“As you wish, Zari,” Kieran gave his sister a genuine warm smile and led me out of the castle.

“I liked having breakfast with everyone,” I admitted. Being around all my friends to start my day instead of just Elio, was like a breath of fresh air. A part of me could hardly believe this was real life.

“I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Kieran said as he gazed down upon me with his golden eyes. My eyes would match his one day. It might take a while, but if I could climb a mountain, I could master portal magic too.

We passed a military training area as we walked and I was pleased to see Mara and Atreis getting into formation with the rest of the Nocturian soldiers.

Revanor, the older guard I’d met during my first stay here, regarded them with warm approval. Their troop was dotted with Lunarkins, Seraphyne and Nocturians. Everyone seemed to know exactly what to do and how to execute their role.

I watched in amazement as the group took deep breaths and performed slow synchronized moves similar to tai chi. It seemed to unify them and I gasped as all the Nocturians suddenly became interconnected through dozens of golden threads.

The Lunarkins and Seraphyne moved to the outer edges of the circle in an defensive stance as the Nocturians pushed their power forward through their threads into the elf in front of them. Then that line of elves pushed their power forward, and so on and so forth until all their cumulative power reached the front row. Then together they formed a large shield that expanded beyond the size of their regiment. Then they formed a sword so large that it looked like only the hand of a god could grasp it, but they held it in the air through the shared power of the group and wielded the weapon with laser-like precision striking the target in front of them.

​“How are they able to do that?” I asked Kieran.

A pride-filled grin spread across his face as he looked out upon his people. “It is the Nocturian way. Where light magic is more individualistic, dark magic is community based. We can fight alone, but we are much stronger together.

​As Kieran spoke a younger Nocturian male staggered in the back row and his connection to the rest of the group was broken. The sword diminished in size, as he struggled to regain his balance and join the formation again.

​“There are benefits and drawbacks to both forms of magic,” Kieran conceded with a pensive look.

​“Do these soldiers have their power crystals?” I didn’t see anyone using one.

​“Power crystals aren’t needed when working in a group like this,” Kieran informed me.

​“I see. That’s a nice benefit since the queen has blocked you from Mt. Vorstrek.”

​“It is,” he agreed.

​I looked over at the group again and found Mara standing at the perimeter with the rest of the Lunarkins, axe in hand. Atreis stood with the Seraphyne holding an orb of light at his fingertips. They were the defenders and protectors of the group. No one would be able to break that line of defense.

​I looked at them and felt…safe. I wanted to bottle this feeling up and keep it with me forever. It wasn’t until I came here that I felt safe.

​“When does the snow usually start to melt in Nocturia?” I asked. I needed to know how much time we had. I feared the peace I felt here was only temporary. Farryn hadn’t said we’d defeat the queen, she just said the queen was coming.

​“We have time, my heart,” Kieran looked down at me with a soft expression  that was full of understanding. “I’d say about three or four months. The fall is almost over and winter will last about two months.”

​Three months. That didn’t seem like nearly enough time. It would have to be, though. It would have to be.




Chapter 21

Taking Flight













​“Don’t dwell on the battle ahead of us. Instead, look to the skies above.” Kieran pointed to a green space that housed a tall wooden platform with stairs leading all the way to the top. Elvish children were laughing as they ran up the stairs and jumped off the platform. Many of them spread their wings and caught the wind, but the younger ones fell into their parents arms as they waited patiently below.

​“As children, the first lesson we learn is how to not be afraid of falling,” Kieran explained.

​“Lucky for me, I’ve already learned that lesson,” I laughed, but the memory of being left to die on that mountain still stung. If Kieran hadn’t been there…no I wouldn’t think about that. Not today, not right before I was going to learn how to fly. 

​“Yes,” Kieran frowned. “I believe you’ve been surrounded by people who’ve been all too happy to watch you fall, but not anymore.”

​Further down there were more parents teaching their children how to take off from the ground. They were pointing to certain muscles and asking their children to extend and retract their wings.

​“What are they doing over there? What muscles are they pointing to?” I asked. I’d always felt like I was so close to learning the trick of flying, but I could never get it quite right.

​Kieran walked me a bit closer to the platform then he leaned down and slid a finger up and down a muscle in my back that I’d never paid attention to before.

​“They’re pointing to this muscle,” he instructed as he leaned in even further and kissed the nape of my neck.

​“You’re so bad,” I teased. Kieran was sweet but he was also very playful and loved stirring the pot as I witnessed earlier when he taunted Atreis and his sister.

​“You have no idea how bad I can be,” he whispered as he slid his finger along another part of my wing. There was a sensitive nerve that ran along my spine, up my back, and through the innermost base of my delicate bone structure holding up my feathers.

​I held back a gasp as I turned on him with my eyes wide.

​“What was that?” The sensation had me more aroused than I thought possible. It was as if he’d touched an erogenous zone I didn’t even know I had.

​“That is a nerve that develops as a young elf grows into adulthood. As our wings get bigger our bodies grow more tendons and nerves, and it was long ago discovered that this one in particular is very…special.” He stroked that nerve again and I had to grit my teeth against the overwhelming sensation.

​“I’m never going to get off the ground if you keep doing that,” I breathed.

​“Then I better stop,” Kieran smiled. He was so pleased with himself. Naughty boy. I had secretly hoped he’d just portal us back to our room, but this was for the best. I really did want to learn how to fly.

​“This muscle in your back,” he began again. “This is the one you need to use to get off the ground.”

​I nodded my head and felt that muscle working as I extended and retracted my beautiful black wings.

​“I can feel it!” I hadn’t really noticed that muscle until Kieran pointed it out. It felt almost redundant. These were big wings and I had quite a few muscles that worked to keep them up and extend them out.

​“This is the one that will give you the power you need.” He pressed his fingers along the muscle and its twin on the side. “Now beat your wings,” he instructed, and I did.

​My movements felt far more powerful than they ever had before. I beat my wings and my feet lifted off the ground. One inch, two inches, five! I was going higher than I ever had before when I’d practiced alone in my private garden.

“You’re doing it!” Kieran yelled looking as excited for me as if he were learning to fly himself.

“Keep going! Higher, Lavonna! Higher!” He waved his hands in the air encouraging me to soar.

Sweat started to bead along my forehead as I used these new muscles for much longer than I’d ever done before, but I kept going.

The other Nocturians on the field started to grow smaller and smaller as I rose up into the air, and Kieran ran up the platform so I would hear him as he kept cheering me on.

“That’s it! Just a little higher!”

Intense excitement and anticipation welled up within me as I drew closer and closer to actually being able to fly. A minute ago this had only been a dream, and now I was moments away from reaching the clouds.

“Extend your wings!” Kieran shouted. “Soar!”

I did as he suggested and extended my wings out as far as they would go. A strong wind propelled me forward and I squealed as I glided above the trees.

I beat my wings a few more times to catch another wind, and this one brought me even higher.

The world had never looked so beautiful. Everything was small, but full of color. It was as if Nocturia was meant to be seen this way. Life and all its problems seemed to fade as I soared among the clouds. I wanted to stay up here forever where it was peaceful, where there was no impending war, no evil queen, no troubles of any kind.

​But it seemed reality was going to face me down either way. There was a large rock face up ahead, and I realized I had no idea how to turn to avoid it. I beat my wings so I could rise above it, but as I drew closer, I realized a collision was inevitable.

​“Tuck your left wing!” Kieran’s voice surprised me. Where was he?

​I looked up to find he had portaled to the top of the rock face and was shouting instructions down for me to follow.

​“Tuck!” he shouted again and I did. I tucked my left wing which resulted in my body turning left as well, and just in time too. Had I waited a moment longer, I would have crashed into the cliff.

​I continued turning until I’d done a complete about face and headed back to the field where I’d started. Kieran was waiting for me in the center. He wore a proud smile on his face that only grew brighter the closer I got to him. I sent him a wave of joy through our bond and he blew me a kiss.

​Tucking my wings, I aimed for my mate. I wasn’t exactly sure how to land, but it didn’t look too hard. An elvish child was attempting to land below me to my right. I watched as she leveled out her wings, beat them twice and then landed gracefully. I could do that.

​When I’d gotten relatively close to Kieran, I spread out my wings and I must have spread them out too quickly, because I was suddenly doing an aerial somersault. I rushed to spread my wings out again, but by the time I did, the ground was far too close for me to make a graceful landing. I beat my wings once and then crashed into Kieran.

“Oh my god!” I panicked. “I’m so sorry. Are you hurt? Did I crush you?”

I checked Kieran over for any bruises or broken bones but he just laughed in that easy going low tenor of his that rumbled through me.

“I’m alright,” he said as he helped me back up. “You did really well.”

“I don’t know about that. I crashed into you,” I couldn’t help but point out.

“I don’t mind,” my mate smiled. “I’m happy I was here for your crash landing.”

A shy expression crossed his face, “I’m happy I got to see your first flight. It feels selfish but we’ve missed so much of each other’s lives already. I’m glad I didn’t have to miss this.”

“Me too,” I agreed as I put my hand in his. “But before I go up again, I’m going to need you to tell me how to land so I don’t crash into you again.”

“I don’t know. I kind of liked having your body pressed against mine.” A sultry smile spread across his face.

“You really are a naughty elf,” I laughed.

“Mischievous, maybe. Naughty, no.” Kieran corrected.

Standing there in the field with my true mate I was reminded of the phrase, ‘when you’re with the wrong person you can’t do anything right. But when you’re with the right person, you can do no wrong.’

I’d literally crashed into Kieran and he was thankful for the experience. So much had changed since I’d left my little apartment on earth never to return. A lot of that change had not been for the better, but then there was Kieran, my guardian angel, my mate. He was the best part of all of this. He was worth every minute I’d endured in that citadel.



 
Chapter 22

Away We Go



 












“Would you like to do some more flight training or should we pivot to portal magic training?” Kieran asked as we walked through the field where the children were still learning to take flight.

​I chewed my bottom lip thinking of what I’d like to do next.

​“Or we could rest,” he quickly cut in. “You only just got here yesterday. Training can wait.”

​“No,” I shook my head. “Spring will be here before we know it. I want to be ready for whatever the queen has in store for us.”

​Kieran nodded in understanding.

​“I think I’d like to work on my portal magic. I feel like that would be more useful than flying in a fight with the queen.”

​Kieran shook his head. “Don’t let her dictate your actions. Learn portal magic because you can, because you are one of two people who even have the ability to do so.”

​“You’re right,” I sighed. “I’d like to learn it all the same. I want to know how you’re able to appear wherever you want, whenever you want,” I teased.

​“I don’t know about that,” a mischievous smile spread across his face.

​“Don’t be modest now,” I laughed. “You and I both know you can walk off this field and onto a mountain top if you wished.”

​“Hmm,” Kieran looked up at the horizon. “I haven’t felt the moss of the Zarokai mountain under my boots for quite some time.” He focused his attention on me and grinned. “Perhaps now would be a good time to return.”

​Before I could even speak, he scooped me up into his arms and walked me through a portal door to a cold mountain top. The air was crisp and cold and the wind chilled me to my bones, but the view was breathtaking.

​“May I present to you, Mt. Zarokai. The mountain from which the orcish people drew their name.” Kieran announced as he set me back on my feet.

​It was a beautiful place. A forest surrounded the mountain, but these trees bore many fall colors instead of just red like Luminaria. Orange, yellow, red, and brown filled the landscape. Further down there was a lake surrounded by houses and small farms which had been harvested in time for the coming winter.

​“So we’re in Zarokai territory?”

​“Not quite. If you were to cross that tree line you’d find yourself mysteriously transported right back to here.”

​“Really? So they have magic too?”

​“Yes, but not crystal magic. Their magic comes from taking things from the ground and transforming them into something greater. They draw upon the realm's power through spells and incantations.”

​“That’s incredible,” I commented as I looked upon the tan-skinned orcs that walked along the paths of their territory and through the farmland they had cultivated.

​“It’s believed they are the only natural inhabitants of this realm,” Kieran continued.

​“What do you mean?”

​“Everyone else has an origin story involving the gods. The Nocturians were created when the goddess of night mated with an elf. The Luminarian’s were created when the god of light mated with an elf, and the Jinarian’s came to be when the god of wisdom became curious and sought the love and comfort of yet another elf. The Zarokai are the only ones who exist outside of the gods.”

​“What about the Lunarkins?”

​“Even they have a story about the moon spirit descending into the ocean to look upon a set of stones. They loved the stones so much that they created the Lunarkins out of the sand to protect the stones until their return.”

“The moonstones,” I commented.

“That’s correct.”

“How do you know all this, do you have an alliance with the Zarokai?”

“Unfortunately no,” he sighed. “They keep to themselves and trust no one.”

“But they went to the queen’s ball,” I commented.

“Yes, they like to keep a watchful eye on the other kingdoms, and gather information, but they do not mingle. What little information we have is because of the few rogue Zarokai that choose to live in our forest.”

“I see,” I replied as I looked down again at the Zarokai people dressed in their fur lined vests. They didn’t wear coats, not yet at least. The fall temperatures must not bother them.

​I saw one couple holding hands which reminded me of something.

​I turned to Kieran and asked. “Do you think you’ll ever let me walk through a portal, or am I to be carried every time?”

​“You can walk through your own portals,” Kieran teased. “I prefer to carry you through mine.”

​“Well then teach me how to create a portal and I will,” I challenged.

​“Where is it you’d like to go?” he asked.

​I thought about it for a moment, “I’d like to go to our willow tree by the lake.”

​The night of the ball when he brought me there had given me a glimmer of hope in a world filled with deceit and despair. When he took me into his arms and kissed me, all my worries faded away. I liked the memory. The first of many we would make together in Nocturia.

“I like that spot too,” Kieran admitted with a shy smile. “I visited it often in your absence. I kept hoping by some miracle you’d show up there again.”

“That’s why I saw you by the lake that time I’d asked for your help.”

I touched my neck as I thought of the memory of Elio choking me and Kieran sending me his power through the bond. It had been a terrifying moment that I had no desire to relive, but it had been worth it to see the shock on Elio’s face when his back was thrown against the wall.

“Yes,” Kieran took my hand in his and placed it flat against his chest. “I remember you pleading for help through the bond. I had wanted to reach through and strangle Elio myself.”

Kieran’s other hand balled into a fist as he recalled the memory.

“I’m here now. That’s what matters,” I assured him.

“Yes,” he smiled. “Here to stay.”

Kieran rested his forehead against mine and told me to close my eyes.

“Focus on the lake, the sound the water makes, the tree as its branches sway in the wind. Do you have it, do you have the image in your mind?” 

“I have it,” I breathed. I could hear the water and even smell the pine trees on the breeze. A glimpse of a purple outline started to form in my mind.

“Breath, relax your muscles. This is not a power you can control. It is one that has to flow through you just as the blood that flows through your veins.”

I did as Kieran instructed and relaxed my shoulders, took in a deep breath, and leaned against my mate’s chest.

“I can see it!”

I could see the tree and the lake. A slight wind rustled the leaves and disturbed the water making small waves. I felt like I was so close to it. I wanted to reach out and touch it. I wanted to walk through the door I was making. So I concentrated harder, forcing this dream into reality. I excitedly opened my eyes and sighed with disappointment when I found nothing was there.

“It’s alright,” Kieran assured me. “It’s a magic that takes time to grow.”

“I guess,” I pouted and Kieran laughed. “I promise, you’ll get the hang of it in time. For now, let me take you to our tree.”

He opened a portal as if it were as easy as breathing and this time he actually let me walk through it until we stood toe to toe under the same tree we’d shared our first kiss.

I looked through the branches at the water and wished I could have been here in the summer instead of the fall. Luminaria had no rivers or lakes that ran through it and I had longed to take a swim to cool off from their unrelenting sun.

“Look at me,” Kieran gently commanded.

I looked up at the tall and sexy Lord of Darkness with his warm brown skin, and bright smile.

He leaned in to get a closer look and his delicious woodsy scent wrapped around me. “Just as I thought,” he nodded. “Your eyes are more golden now than they were before. The magic is growing whether you can feel it or not.”

Kieran held my gaze and I could feel his desire through the bond. He wanted to kiss me and I wanted to kiss him too. Do we dare? Do we tempt fate once again?

Yes. Yes we do. I pulled him down by his shirt collar and he smiled as his lips met mine. He was as hungry for me as I was for him. His lips covered mine and suddenly my back was against the tree trunk as he placed a hand on either side of my head. I could hear the breaking of bark as his nails, which had transformed into claws, sank into the tree as he attempted to hold himself in check as we kissed.

He pulled away with a confession on his lips. “Everything within me yearns for you. I think about you all day and all night. I dream of the time we spent together in my bed, and I have nightmares of all the times I wanted to take you away from the citadel but couldn’t.

My soul calls to yours. It yearns to be yoked in an unbreakable bond. I never want to leave your side, Lavonna. I never want to be without you again.”

“You won’t. I swear it.” And to prove my point I sent a wave of desire through our bond which sent Kieran to his knees.

He looked up at me with fire in his eyes, a desperation for more. He bore the face of a man willing to beg for absolution. As if it were a sin to want me as much as he did and only I could free him of his burden.

He turned his face to my thigh and lifted my dress.

I trembled with anticipation. I wanted this. I wanted it so badly, but did I really have the strength to stop before things went too far?

“Kieran, I don’t think I can stop-”

The words died in my throat as his fingers slid up my thigh and dipped inside me.

“I promise, Lavonna, I just want a taste.”

His fingers glistened as he withdrew and brought them to his lips. Then an ungodly moan escaped him as he licked his fingers clean. No male should be so pleased to taste someone, and yet here he was, moaning his delight as if I were his favorite flavor in all the world.

“King Osiris!”

A servant yelled as he searched for his majesty.

Kieran kissed the top of my hand and stood with a pleased smile on his face.

“I’m here!” Kieran yelled as he led me out from under the willow tree.

The servant looked immensely relieved. I couldn’t imagine what a pain it would be to track down a king who could portal anywhere at any given time. Whatever they were paying that poor man they needed to double it.

“Your majesty,” the servant bowed before his king. “Your soldiers are ready to begin training.”

Kieran gave him a nod of acknowledgement then looked down at me with a pleased smile on his face. “Time to train for the gauntlet.”




Chapter 23

Training
















​We arrived at what looked like a newly renovated military base not too far from the castle. It was outfitted with what looked like an obstacle course from hell.

​Young Nocturians both male and female, were lined up along the edge of the field waiting for a command from their king.

​I was happy to see Garrick standing off to the side not far from his mate who was sitting on a blanket under the shade of a large tree.

​“We are ready for you sir,” a young male informed Kieran.

​“Please, proceed with the demonstration,” he requested as he stood on the raised platform the trainees provided for their king.

​Kieran held out his hand for me to join him and I was happy to do so.

​We watched as five soldiers came forward and stood at the entrance of the obstacle course.

​There were two ropes that lined the boundaries and from my guesstimation it looked to be about exactly the same width of the valley. I pictured the dark cramped space that I’d run through once. The cries of agony from the Seraphyne males who ran with me clawed through my head. I looked out at these young Nocturians and pictured their bodies lying lifeless on the ground.

​The soldiers looked up at Kieran and I as they waited for the king’s command to begin. They looked so hopeful. One of the five even smiled.

​The soldiers started to chant an encouraging mantra of victory. They clapped on beat to the chant, and the sound swelled to fill the entire training field, but all I heard was the breaking of bones.

​The memory of cold fingers clawing at my neck rose to the surface and I had to bite back the urge to scream.

​Kieran gave the command for them to go, then pulled me into his chest.

​“You are here with me, now. You’re not in danger any more.”

​“But you will be. What if you don’t come back to me? I don’t want to live in this realm if you’re not in it,” I confessed.

​Kieran ran the back of his knuckles down my cheek. “I will return to your side. I give you my word.”

​“You can’t know that,” I lamented. I didn’t want to even imagine a world without Kieran in it.

​“Farryn told me,” he confessed.

​“What did she say?” and why hadn’t he said anything before?

​“She said she saw me leading my soldiers through the valley. She saw the cave crowded with Nocturians looking for our crystals.”

​This was good. This meant there was a real possibility that this might work.

​“What was the other side of that vision?” There were always two. Two possible outcomes to any vision.

​“She wouldn’t tell me,” he shook his head.

​“What! Why?”

​“She said if I knew the other side of that vision that I would accidentally make it come to pass. She was certain that I would bring about my own death if I knew what she saw.”

​I bit my lower lip to keep from growling with frustration. I wanted to know what she saw. Maybe the seer would tell me if I promised not to tell Kieran.

​I looked over to where she sat next to Garrick in the shade. She was looking much better today. She was less pale and Garrick’s efforts to put some meat on her bones were already paying off.

​They looked so happy together and the sight of them warmed my heart.

​Thud! The sound drew my attention back to the gauntlet.

​They had rigged large logs to swing on ropes in a random order forcing the soldiers to duck, dodge and weave as they ran. One such Nocturian was not as agile as the rest. A log swung in his direction and the impact against his side threw him out of the obstacle course completely. He shook himself off and quickly made his way back to the entrance of the gauntlet to wait for the next round.

​Shortly after another soldier was taken out as he tried to duck when he should have weaved, which left three elves remaining.

This was good. I reminded myself. Garrick did a good job training me, but his resources were limited. Where I had to dodge random objects being thrown at me as Garrick flew overhead, these people had an actual training course that was far more realistic. It was better for them to be thrown off by a log then to be killed by a wraith.

The three remaining Nocturians entered the second phase of the course. In the first phase they had to dodge and weave things coming at them from the side, in this section, they had to dodge things coming from above.

Winged elves flew above them and blew on tubes that shot out small darts. One soldier was hit almost immediately and he fell immediately to the ground as if his muscles had suddenly stopped working.

“What’s wrong with him? Was something on the dart?”

The urge to go help him clawed at me, but held back, trusting Kieran to have his soldiers' safety well in hand.

“Each dart is tipped with a plant toxin that temporarily paralyzes the person getting hit. The designers of the course thought it might scare them into training harder to avoid getting paralyzed.”

“Oh, that’s smart,” I agreed. “Who did design this course?”

“Older soldiers who have survived the Valley of Death worked with Lunarkins in order to construct the gauntlet.”

“That makes sense,” I nodded.

“I encouraged them to make it harder than necessary,” he continued. “It is my wish that none of my soldiers die in the valley.”

I looked up at Kieran and smiled. He’d been there when I’d trained for the Valley, and he saw the state of shock and horror I’d come back in. It brought me great peace knowing he’d be so much more well prepared to face this challenge than I had been.

Our attention was drawn back to the training course as we heard another body hit the ground and then another. Only one soldier remained, a biracial woman with black and white wings. She was smaller than most elves which seemed to have given her an advantage here. Despite her short stature, she pumped her legs as hard as she could until she finally reached the pole at the end of the course.

The pole represented the mountain. Most of the elves would be able to fly up it, but Kieran would have to climb the rungs that represented the rock climbing he’d have to do to enter the crystal cave. He could do it. I reminded myself. He was strong and powerful. He’d survive just like I had and he’d have strength left over to climb the mountain.

The small elvish woman beat her wings and took off toward the top of the pole where she rang the bell to signal her victory. She’d done it. She’d proven it was possible both to herself and everyone else here.

Kieran stepped off the platform and approached the young Nocturian.

“Well done!” He applauded her and everyone else joined in. “You have set an example for us all.”

He turned to the soldiers laying on the ground who were slowly getting the use of their muscles back. “You all gave a valiant effort today, and I expect you to give just as much energy and persistence to your training as you did today until you also reach the victory bell. We have a few months to train, and only those who have rung the bell will be able to join me in the valley.”

The king took off his jacket and walked to the front of the gauntlet. “Including myself. Now who will train with me?”

Four soldiers stepped to the front ready to meet his challenge. “Good,” he nodded.

Then he pulled his shirt off over his head and held it up. “Would you mind holding onto this for me, my heart?”

Suddenly all thoughts of death and wraiths flew out of my head. All I could think about now was his soft skin that covered his hard abs.

I unconsciously licked my lips which made Kieran smile.

“Isn’t it a bit too cold to train without a shirt on?” I asked.

“I don’t think so,” Kieran shook his head. “Do you?”

“N-no. If you’re comfortable then that’s fine.” The devilish grin he wore was downright sinful. He knew exactly how much it was affecting me to see him like this. He tossed me his shirt and headed for the gauntlet.

“Let us begin!” he announced in that deep spicy voice of his and his soldiers followed behind him.

He led the charge into the gauntlet perfectly ducking and weaving between the falling logs with grace. His skills were impressive and his physic was breath-taking. I found that I couldn’t look away.

He made it to the end of the falling logs and entered the stretch of the obstacle course where poison tipped darts would be shot at him.

I held my breath hoping he would make it. His comrades fell one after another as they failed to avoid the darts. They dropped to the ground limp and out of breath.

Kieran was the last one left, and just a few feet away from the end. But a dart pricked his skin just like the others and he fell to the ground with a thump.

I wanted to go to him but wasn’t sure what the protocol was for this kind of situation. Would I be considered rude or overbearing if I went to the King as he laid on the ground?

Garrick must have sensed my hesitant confusion. His wing brushed my shoulder as he walked by and he jerked his chin in Kieran’s direction indicating that I should follow.

I sighed with relief as I trailed behind him.

We stopped and stood over the king who gave us a sheepish smile with his slowly regaining strength.

“He’s going to have to do better than that if he wants to survive the Valley of Death.” Garrick’s tone was as deadpan as ever but a mischievous smile spread across his face. He was teasing Kieran. He was making light of the fact that the king just fell in order to put the rest of the soldiers at ease.

“I don’t know if he has what it takes.” Garrick said as he nudged my shoulder. His hint was clear that I should play along.

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” I began, speaking loud enough for everyone to hear. “I believe I might have been in slightly worse shape than him when I started.”

“Maybe,” Garrick stroked his chin. “But I’d say he still has a long way to go.”

“I’ve heard he’s unstoppable.” I countered. “They say not even the queen could keep him down.”

“I’ve heard the same rumors myself,” Garrick agreed. “But only time will tell if the rumors are true. What do you say, soldier? Are you ready to try again?”

The king smiled and announced, “I was born ready.”

“Let’s get to it then,” Garrick offered Kieran his hand and the king took it.

The Lord of Darkness stood tall with his back straight and his head held high.

On this day, a king may have fallen, but he got up as well. That’s what mattered most. He got back up. He stood tall among his people and held their gaze. In falling he’d given them permission to fall. And in rising again, he’d given them hope that they’d rise too.

​Kieran ran the gauntlet twice more with his soldiers and by his third try he was able to make it to the poll, climb the rungs, and ring the bell. He’d still need to sharpen his skills to survive the valley of death, but I had more confidence now than ever that he would be able to do so. He’d come back to me. He’d be victorious, and most importantly he’d live.




Chapter 24

He’s Such a Prude
















​Kieran showered after training and joined me for dinner in the royal dining room where Zarielle, Atreis,Arannis, Farryn, and Garrick all sat. Mara had opted to eat dinner with her host family tonight.

​“Good evening sister,” Kieran bowed to the princess. “I heard you spent the afternoon overseeing disputes alone. Why didn’t you take my advice and offer a seat to Atreis? He could benefit from seeing your diplomatic skills in action.”

​I nudged my elbow into my mate’s side and whispered, “why do you keep needling her like this?”

​“Because if I don’t shove her into the path of happiness she’ll miss it entirely,” he whispered back. I was an only child so I felt outside of my depth in navigating their sibling relationship and decided to let the issue go.

​Zarielle glanced over at the Light Bringer then frowned at her brother.

​“It’s come to my attention that Atreis isn’t our only newcomer who could benefit from gaining knowledge, brother.”

​Her frown turned into a demure grin as she turned to me and asked, “Has anyone taken the time to sit down with you and explain all the details of what it means to be an elf? There are certain pieces of knowledge that might become crucial for you to know in the near future.”

​“Oh,” I cleared my throat feeling a bit nervous with the new direction this conversation was taking. “Like what?”

​“I don’t know,” Zarielle shrugged her shoulders pretending to put on an air of aloofness that didn’t suit her. “Children, for example. Did anyone tell you that elves are only fertile about once every hundred years? That’s why we can live so long but still only have one to two children.”

​“That’s good to know,” I nodded feeling relieved. That piece of information hadn’t been so bad.

​“There’s mating feathers as well. Once you develop a relationship with the one you have a mate bond with, you will grow a large feather that is twice the size as all the rest. It is tradition for a male to offer his mating feather to his partner, and if his mate wishes to accept the bond they will give him their feather in return.”

​I nodded again. This was also new information to me.

​“Then there’s-”

​“Zarielle, I think that’s enough.” Kieran cut his sister off.

​Garrick only smiled and Farryn chuckled to herself.

​“I understand we’ve all been busy since our escape, your majesty, but perhaps now is the time to fill Lavonna in on these things.” The corners of Garrick’s mouth turned up in a teasing grin. “You should let the princess continue.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and turned to the King. “Are you trying to keep things from me?”

So help me god, if he was I’d leave this room right now. I might even leave the kingdom. I was done being left in the dark. If Garrick and Farryn didn’t find this so amusing I might have left already, but their humor was an indication that there might not be any malice in Kieran’s actions.

“No,” Kieran frowned. “My sister is just trying to get me back for all the teasing I’ve been doing.”

“You deserve it too,” Arannis commented. “It’s nice to see you two bickering again,” the Jinarian advisor smiled.

“Please continue,” I motioned for Zarielle to finish what she was about to say.

“I was going to say,” the princess paused to glance at her brother who was pursing his lips and tips of his ears were starting to turn a dark brown as well. “After you accept the mating feather, and the mating bite, the couple will experience two weeks of intense lust and desire for each other that we call the mating fever. My brother is a bit of a prude and finds it uncomfortable to speak about such things, which is why I decided to go ahead and fill you in.”

I looked over at Kieran again whose ears had turned another three shades of brown. He was blushing more than I’d ever seen before.

“I was going to tell her tonight,” he seethed. “This isn’t proper dinner conversation.”

“I don’t know about that,” Farryn laughed. “We’re all adults here. I think it’s okay if we speak of such things. I know I’ll never forget our mating fever.”

The seer turned to her mate whose cheeks were turning a bright red.

“I think the king is right,” Garrick swallowed. “Perhaps this isn’t the most appropriate topic for the royal dinner table.”

I started to relax when I realized that Zarielle and Farryn were simply trying to get Kieran back for all his teasing. I could tell by the unbridled joy on their faces that they were immensely enjoying themselves too. Even Atreis had started to blush. Were all elvish men so prudish?

“Don’t be shy, my mate. I know you weren’t during those two weeks,” Farryn purred. “You explored my body in ways I didn’t even know were possible. And the way you bent me over-”

“Please my love, I’m begging you to not finish that sentence.” Garrick interrupted.

A proud smile spread across Farryn’s face as she agreed. “I’ll stop on one condition.”

“Anything, it will be yours,” Garrick conceded.

“Bend me over the table-”

Garrick clasped a hand over the seer’s mouth. “Yes, yes! Your wish is my command, please just have mercy on me.”

Farryn pulled his hand down from her mouth and laughed. “I’ll grant you mercy commander, but I’ll expect none in return.”

Garrick looked to the heavens as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “May the sun grant me strength for the battles I will face tonight.”

“You’re going to need it,” Farryn chuckled.

I decided I wanted to join in on the fun and asked, “give me more details about this mating fever. What happens during those two weeks?”

“Lot’s of things happen,” Farryn smiled and Kieran buried his face in his hands as if he were being forced to listen to his parents explain the birds and the bees in front of his girlfriend.

“You’ll experience waves of lust over and over again,” Zarielle continued. “Males tend to be very possessive during this time as well. So most couples will use one of the mating cabins we have scattered throughout the woods.”

“Possessive?”

“Very possessive,” Farryn smiled. “Someone tried knocking on our cabin door during our mating fever and I had to pull on our mate bond to keep Garrick from ripping the poor male’s head off.”

The commander groaned as if he had a stomach ache.

“I see,” I looked over at Kieran with a smile of my own. “Do you think you’ll be possessive?”

The king looked up and swallowed hard, but then he straightened and leveled me with a stern look. “I think I’ll need three months before I’ll be able to let another male near you after we’ve been mated,” he began. “Even now I struggle to let you out of my sight. The thought of you in danger fills me with so much fear that I cannot breathe.”

“Thank you for dinner,” Atreis suddenly stood up, breaking the tense moment between Kieran and I. “I will take my leave.”

The dark haired elf bowed and left the room.

“Good night Light Bringer,” Zarielle purred and even from this distance I could see the tips of his ears turning red.

In a desperate attempt to change the subject Garrick cleared his throat and complimented the king. “Your soldiers did well today. I have no doubt they will have a strong chance of survival in the valley, but I am wondering…how do you plan to get past the red gates? Only the queen has the power to open them and if we break them, the wraiths will have free reign over all five kingdoms. They will leave a trail of destruction unlike anything we’ve ever seen before.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Kieran nodded. “I think our only option is to trick her into opening it.”

“How do you plan on doing that?” Arannis asked.

“With bait,” the king smiled. “We can cast an illusion to make it look like we are already inside the gate which will make her want to open it and face us.”

“I don’t think that will work,” Garrick frowned. “She won’t risk her own safety to fight us.”

“She would for a chance to fight the Light Bringer,” Farryn suggested. “I heard Aria warn her once of a vision she’d had of the queen’s death. She saw her being stabbed with a blade and when she focused on the blade itself it led to Atreis.”

“He just killed her undead army,” I added. “I think she’ll be looking for revenge.”

We all looked in the direction Atreis had exited the dining room. Would he be willing to go along with our plan? Is he strong enough to face the queen again?

“What happens after she does open the gate?” Zarielle asked. “Do you plan on slipping in behind her unnoticed?”

“No,” Kieran shook his head. “I’ll need a platoon of soldiers to fight her off while we enter the valley.”

“Lavonna will lead them,” Farryn interrupted. “I see her and Atreis fighting the queen together. There are a handful of soldiers with them. If they fight the queen, you will be able to get past her.”

“No,” Kieran growled. “We will find another way.”

I gently laid my hand on top of his, bringing his attention back to me. “If fighting the queen grants you safe passage then I am willing to do it.”

“No,” the Lord of Darkness commanded and the room began to darken. “You just got here. I will not put you in danger. I will not risk you being captured again.”

His shadows surrounded us in a blanket of protection. He was scared. I could sense his fear.

“Farryn, do you see me surviving my fight with the queen?” I let my voice cut through the darkness as I moved to sit on Kieran’s lap in an attempt to calm him.

“Yes, I see you surviving the queen in both visions.”

This was welcome news from the seer. Kieran breathed a sigh of relief and let his shadows fall as he pulled me in for a tight embrace.

“I cannot lose you. Not again,” he whispered and I could feel the intense emotions swirling inside him. He’d lost so much already. His parents, his wings, thirty years of his life, he was terrified he would lose me too.

“How can I ever be lost when you’ve taught me to fly?” I assured him. “I will soar into the heavens until I find you again.”

“And I will be waiting.” Kieran replied as he released the tension in his shoulders and rested his forehead on mine. “You do not need my permission to join this battle. I will support your wishes as a mate should.” he put my hand on his chest and covered it with his own. “We will train together. We will be prepared to face the queen.”

“It’ll be alright,” I promised and I hoped it would be.

I sat back in my chair and Kieran let his shadows fall.

“And what of Atreis?” Zarielle inquired. “Does he survive too?”

“Yes,” Farryn nodded her head. “I see the Light Bringer safe and sound and back in the castle.”

“What else can you tell us?” I asked knowing Farryn often leaves very important details out of her explanations.

“I-” she opened her mouth to say more then stopped. “There’s nothing more I can say without hurting your chances of survival.”

“I understand,” I nodded, willing myself to let it go.

“As you train to fight the queen not once, but twice, do you think we should try to make an alliance with any of the surrounding kingdoms?” Arannis, the advisor to the royal family asked.

“I attempted to lay the groundwork at the ball, but admit I didn’t get as far as I would have liked,” he continued.

“The other kingdoms,” Zarielle seethed. “If they refused to fight under our banner when our parents died, why would they agree to fight with us now?”

“You called for aid after Kieran was taken?” I asked. No one had told me of that.

“Yes,” the princess grimaced. “Not that it did me any good. The rulers of the other kingdoms do not like the queen, but they will not fight her either. As long as her reach doesn’t extend to their kingdoms, they will remain silent as we cry out against her tyranny.”

“But if your kingdom falls, won’t she just come for them next?”

“Yes.” It was Arannis who answered this time. “The rulers of the other kingdoms are… short-sighted and the alliances that once gave us strength have since faded.”

“Maybe there’s still hope,” Kieran argued. “Perhaps if I met with them as the King of Nocturia they might be more willing to join our fight.”

“What will you offer them in return?” Zarielle asked. “They will make demands. They always do and they always ask for more than what we can give.”

“What would you have me do sister,” Kieran asked. “You ruled our people well. I will heed your advice.”

The princess straightened giving the confident air of royalty that seemed to seep from her pores in waves. “I say we wait. We have a few months yet. Let us continue training and if news should arise that puts our plans in jeopardy, then we will seek out help. In the meantime we can send Arannis,” she turned to her advisor. “If that’s alright with you.”

“It’d be my honor to represent you before the other kingdoms,” the Jinarian inclined his head.

“He can pave the way for diplomacy,” the princess concluded.

Kieran nodded his head. “We will follow your plan. We will wait.”

Garrick stood up from the table, and informed us, “It’s getting late. My mate and I will be heading home now.”

He directed his attention to the seer and asked, “You want a night without mercy, correct?”

“Yes,” Farryn suddenly seemed out of breath.

“Then no mercy you shall receive.”

“Yes, commander,” Farryn agreed with a smile on her face.

He picked up his mate and threw her over his shoulder. I watched out the window as they left and witnessed him take to the skies still carrying Farryn over his shoulder.

“I think I’ll retire as well,” Zarielle addressed the room as she stood. “I’ll walk with you,” Arannis suggested and together they left the room.

​It was just Kieran and I left. He let me climb down from his lap and led me by the hand to our room where he removed his shirt and replaced his formal pants with something more loose fitting.

​I took off my dress and put on a night gown that was comfortable yet still accentuated some of my curves.

​Hunger darkened Kieran’s eyes as I walked to the bed. It was dangerous for us to keep sleeping in the same room, we could accidentally lock in our mate bond if we had sex now, and I wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.

​Despite the dangerous lust swimming through my body and soul, I snuggled next to the king who gladly welcomed me into his arms.

​I could feel his erection against my leg as I relaxed against him, but he made no move to seduce me.

​Kieran blew out the last remaining candle in the room and kissed me on the forehead like a gentleman.

​“I can sense your thoughts,” he spoke into the darkness.

​“Oh? And what am I thinking?”

​“You wish to give into your lust as much as I wish to give into mine.”

​“Maybe,” I admitted.

​“I…” he paused. “I don’t have the strength to hold back tonight, and when we mate for the first time we will do it right. It will be a decision we are comfortable with, one not influenced by lust.”

​“Then after we accept the bond, you’ll give me your mating bite?” I asked.

​Kieran’s thoughts turned even darker with lust and I knew he was imagining what that time would be like for us.

​“Yes, gladly,” he breathed.

​“So everything your sister said was true. The mating fever is real.”

​“It’s very real, and I look forward to sharing that time with you.”

​“As do I.”

​We left it at that and I fell asleep dreaming about a sexy Nocturian elf and all the things he would do to me up in that cabin. 




Chapter 25

Breakfast 
















I woke the next day feeling more energized than ever. The more time I spent away from the queen and the citadel the more life I felt flowing through my veins, and I didn’t want to waste a moment of this new freedom I’d found.

Kieran was still asleep. He’d done a lot of training yesterday and needed his rest. So I gently slipped out from under him and got dressed.

The air had turned crisp overnight. Winter was near and the coolness of fall was fading into a chilling frost. I was ready for the winter. I needed the dark rest that the cold weather would bring after the trials I’d faced in the city of light. 

I looked up at the horizon and the rising sun. The sky was painted in hues of orange and I wanted to rise up and touch it.

I beat my wings in the way that Kieran had taught me and lifted off the ground. It didn’t take long before I was soaring through the sky riding one breeze and then another.

The view was breathtaking. How had I lived so long without doing this? Flying was freedom and here I truly sored. What new heights would I rise to? What new obstacles would I be able to overcome here in the city of sweet darkness?

I spotted a wide ledge jutting out from a cliff. It looked like the perfect place to sit and drink in the view of the kingdom as Nocturians began to rise from their slumber.

I landed much softer this time, and let my legs dangle over the edge as I took in the sunrise.

I hadn’t been sitting there long when a purple portal appeared with Kieran on the other side. He walked through carrying a tray of muffins and fruit.

“I thought you might be hungry.” There was a bright smile on his face as he sat down next to me.

“You did, did you?” My returning smile was just as bright as I took a muffin off the tray. I doubt I’d ever get used to the joy of seeing Kieran enter a room. He was just as breathtaking today as the first day I’d seen him without his helmet on. My guardian angel, mate, and king.

We ate our breakfast shoulder to shoulder and the sky turned from gray to blue. I rested my head on his arm and all felt right in the world. It was our own little bubble of peace. Here there was no queen, no impending battle, no danger at all. Here we were just two people eating breakfast.

Kieran put his arm around me and pulled me in close. I knew our time was ending. His soldiers were probably gathered at the obstacle course already.

“Are you up for practicing your portal magic?” Kieran cut through the silence.

“Yeah I think so,” I replied feeling reluctant to end our time together.

“Go ahead, lean on me as you let the world fade away. Let the power flow through you.”

His words made it sound so simple, but I knew there was more to it than that. If not, I would have successfully made a portal by now. But I did as he said.

I closed my eyes and let my body relax against him. The world faded to darkness as I let my mind wander in the abyss.

“Think about the field below,” he suggested, and I pictured the green grass swaying in the wind and the children learning how to fly.

The outline of a purple door appeared in my mind, but I didn’t concentrate on it like last time. I just let it flow through me as my vision of the field grew more complete. I pictured the dried leaves that had fallen and the small tower the children used to get some air under their wings.

The door filled in with the image of the field and I could see people walking past it. I tried reaching for the door, but it seemed to elude me. Like a horizon it would just get further away the closer I got to it.

The power began to fade and I opened my eyes just in time to see the purple door disappear into the ether.

“It’s gone,” I lamented.

“That’s alright. It was much more solid than before,” he encouraged.

“You’re just saying that,” I eyed him suspiciously.

“Am not,” he looked offended. “Truly, the door you made today was nearly solid enough to walk through.”

“Alright, I believe you,” I laughed.

“Good, besides your eyes are an even brighter gold today. Soon they will be entirely gold like mine,” Kieran assured me.

He brushed my cheek and looked deeply into my eyes, which made my stomach do funny things.

​Slowly he leaned down and brushed my lips with a light kiss. Then he kissed me again, deeper this time, letting his lips linger on mine and his tongue brush against the seam of my mouth.

​“You taste so sweet,” he breathed as he slowly pulled away.

​“I do? What’s my flavor?” I teased not really looking for an answer.

A wide smile spread across his face as he descended on me again.

“Bilberry. Sweet. Tart. Tangy.” Each word was punctuated with a kiss. “I can’t get enough. Never enough. I yearn for you in ways that I cannot comprehend. To have you in my arms, in my bed is a torment I’ve never known.” 

​“Should I leave?” My tone was light and teasing, but I would leave if that’s what he needed me to do. I had asked for more time, but I didn’t want to make the wait any harder on him than it needed to be.

​“Never. Don’t ever leave me.” he rested his forehead on mine.

My heart squeezed as I felt his anxiety through the bond. Visions of his anguished face growing smaller and smaller as Elio forcibly carried me away from him flashed through my mind.

“I won’t. I promise. We’re together now, Kieran.” I squeezed his hand in mine in a reassuring gesture. I’d meant what I said, and I would gladly keep my word.

“I’ll never tire of hearing you speak my name,” he confessed.

If he enjoyed his name on my lips then I would say it again and again.

“Kieran, King, my Lord of Darkness, my mate.”

His breath stuttered from his lungs and he sank his fingers into my hair and around the nape of my neck as he pulled me in closer.

We kissed each other again and again, desperate and yearning. We were starving, yet eating our fill, but it would never be enough. Centuries would pass  and yet my craving for him would not diminish.

This was getting dangerous. I wanted more. I wanted it all. I wanted too much. So I pulled away.

“I’m sorry,” I breathed.

“Don’t be. I am happy to wait.” There was a pause as he caught his breath then he continued. “There was a time when I never thought this would be possible. Twenty years had come and gone and my service to the queen still seemed as unending as it was when my captivity began. In my darkest hours I would dream of finding a joy like this, a love like this.”

He let his words linger for a moment. Love. That’s what this was. It wasn’t fully formed, but it was there, more real than the portal door I’d tried to create.

“My heart, my mate,” Kieran continued. “You need not apologize, for even the privilege of holding you is more than I ever thought I’d get.”

He turned and focused on the space next to us. A portal appeared and through it I could see the gauntlet.

“I do not wish to leave, but they are waiting for us.” Kieran admitted as he stood and helped me up. He took my hand and the tray he’d brought with him, and together we walked onto the training course. 

The soldiers looked up from what they were doing and Kieran nodded in their direction in a way of greeting.

Many of them were doing warm up exercises such as squats and push ups. The king pulled me in for a very public kiss and then let me go as he walked toward the soldiers getting ready to start their training.

Heat rose in my cheeks as I realized everyone had seen his very clear display of affection, and then I suddenly felt very out of place. Kieran was training and I…I could do whatever I wanted. That hadn’t been true for a very long time. I would need to forge an identity outside of being the king’s mate. Who was I when Kerian wasn’t around?

I was… Lavonna, a former human, newly made elf, friend of Mara, Garrick, Atreis, and hopefully Zarielle after we get to know each other a little better.

I was drawn out of my wandering thoughts when I spotted Farryn sitting alone under the same tree she’d sat under yesterday. I was surprised to see her here with Garrick. I didn’t think he was capable of letting her out of his sight.

“Good morning,” I greeted the seer I would like to call friend. She’d saved me and I’d saved her, but we were still nothing but acquaintances.

“Good morning, Lavonna.” A smile spread across her face as I sat down next to her. She wore an intricately embroidered cloth tied around her head that covered her eyes. Green thread covered a white cloth in an abstract design that was more than pleasant to look at. It was a piece of art.

“I must admit, I’m surprised to find you here all alone, I began.

“Yes, my mate is a stubborn one,” Farryn laughed. “I told him if he’d let me walk alone to the training area that I’d let him carry me all the way home. He’s an amazing mate but I fear my imprisonment has made him a bit overprotective.”

“How are you feeling about…everything? It must be an adjustment to be out of Luminaria and back here.”

“I feel…,” she paused for a long moment as she pondered my question. “I feel like I have a foot here in Nocturia and one still stuck in Luminaria. I know I am here. I can feel the grass beneath my fingertips, I can breathe in the fresh scent of the pine trees, but I can also feel the cold metal against my ankle and the stale air of the dungeon that seems to have permanently made its home in my nose. I don’t know when the ghosts of my imprisonment will fade away, but for now I’m trying to get into the rhythm of things.”

She touched the cloth covering her eyes and continued, “My world is different. I cannot see as I used to, but I can feel. I experience life through touch and taste and smells. It is different, not bad, not good, just different.”

​“Have you thought about speaking with Kieran?” I asked. “He was locked away for a long time, but he’s untangled himself from a lot of the pain he still had when he first returned to this place. I can feel the lightness in his soul, the lingering anxiety is still there, but it’s not as bad as it once was.”

​Don’t ever leave me. Those were his words just a few moments ago. He wanted me by his side, not just because I was his mate, but because I see him. I got the sense that he liked the reminder that he can be seen now. He’s not the queen’s monster anymore, and every time I addressed him by name, brushed my fingers along his warm brown skin, or kissed his lips that were once hidden behind a helmet, he was reminded that he was home. He was unbound and unburdened. He was seen.

​“That’s a good idea,” Farryn nodded her head. “I will speak with him soon.”

​“Good.” I was about to change the subject when a familiar strong voice met my ears.

​“Lavonna!” Mara was smiling and waving to get my attention as she walked up the hill to where Farryn and I sat.

​“Mara! My dear friend!”

​We embraced in a tight squeeze, one that filled my heart near to bursting. 

​“I have so much to tell you both!” She was so happy. The light in her eyes could illuminate an entire room. Her joy felt like my own. She deserved so much and I was happy she was finally getting to live the life she’d always wanted.

​“Today captain Revanor specifically called me out for having good form in front of everyone! I feel like I’m really growing in my fighting stances!”

​“That’s great news!” I applauded her.

​“Atreis and I are fitting into our new platoon really well. Everyone is so kind and welcoming there. I didn’t know Atreis super well before all this, but even I can tell he’s coming out of his shell.”

​“You will bring great strength to our ranks when it’s time to fight the queen,” Farryn added.

​“You can see that?” Mara asked. She glanced over at me with a suspicious look. It was widely known that elves couldn’t see the future of Lunarkins.

​“No,” the seer chuckled. “But I can tell from your enthusiasm that you will do quite well.”

​That made us all laugh. It was true. Mara carried the energy and enthusiasm of ten people crammed into that short stocky body of hers.

“Thank you,” Mara beamed with pride.

“What about you?” she directed her attention to Farryn. “Do you see any battles in your future?”

“Maybe,” the seer smiled. “Just don’t tell my mate.”

Speaking of Garrick, I could see him approaching us in the distance. His shoulders seemed stiff like they had been at the citadel, but as he drew closer to his mate the tension in his body diminished.

“Good afternoon, all,” Garrick sat down next to Farryn and gave Mara and myself a genuine smile, one I thought I’d never see on the grumpy soldier, but he wasn’t grumpy anymore. He looked at the seer as if she held his world in her hands. Every ounce of joy that existed in his reality emanated directly from her.

I looked over at Kieran, and I wondered if I had a similar effect on him. I wasn’t sure it was healthy to have so much joy wrapped up in one person’s existence but that was the gamble you made as an elf. In one lifetime, you can experience a love so intense you can hardly think of anything else, but also a grief that threatened to rip you apart if that person was ever taken from you. A dangerous game indeed.

Kieran caught my gaze and smiled. I sent him a wave of affection and his smile grew wider. I wanted to do more to protect this place, this love, this male I called mine. Sitting on the sidelines felt wrong. We hadn’t discussed specific battle strategy yet, and I was eager to hear everyone’s thoughts on how we can defeat the queen.

Thinking about the queen triggered a memory. I’d taken something from her room. A note she’d left out on a table about an obsidian stone. I needed to find that note. If it was important to her, then it probably held some terrible power that she most definitely should not get her hands on.

“I have to go,” I suddenly stood. Mara and Garrick looked up at me confused. Farryn pursed her lips as if she’d just seen a vision she didn’t like.

“I’ll go with you,” Mara suggested.

I smiled, it felt natural to have my fearless friend by my side. “Thank you. I need to find something I took from the citadel.”

“What kind of thing?” Excitement twinkled in Mara’s eyes.

“A note. I took it from the queen’s table. I think it might be important, but I won’t know for sure without doing some research,” I explained.

“It’ll be nice to go to the library with you this time,” Mara teased.

“Yes,” I laughed. “I can’t wait to just walk there together without worrying about armed guards.”

If I ever stopped to think about the things I had to do to survive that place I think I might go mad.

I shook my head of those thoughts and led the way to my room. I sensed some tension through the mate bond and turned to see Kieran giving me a questioning look. I sent him a wave of calm in an attempt to reassure him all was well, but I could tell by the expression on his face he wasn’t buying it.

I blew him a kiss and turned back toward the castle. This was something that couldn’t wait.
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Chapter 26

Forgotten Knowledge
















​As soon as we crossed the threshold to my room I immediately started searching for the apron I’d held onto after my visit to the library. I’d stashed the note in there, hoping I’d be able to figure out what it meant later.

​“You look through the wardrobe and I’ll look through the clothes I left on this chair. The note should be in a servant’s apron.”

​“Got it.” Mara opened the wardrobe doors and got to work sorting through the clothes.

​I went through the clothes I’d left on the desk chair until I found what I was looking for.

​“Got it!” I pulled the apron out from the rest of the clothes and dug through the pockets until my fingers brushed against a loose piece of paper. I pulled it out and let the apron fall to the floor.

​“What does it say?”

​I handed Mara the note and she read the note aloud. “Eldrin’s Obsidian Stone - the Voidweaver. East Mountain Caves?”

​“What’s the Voidweaver?”

​“I have no idea,” I admitted. “But whatever it is, the queen is looking for it.”

​Tension filled my gut as I thought about yet another weapon falling in the queen’s hands. If she grew any more powerful, we wouldn’t be able to stop her.

​A portal suddenly appeared next to my bed and a very sweaty, shirtless Kieran stepped through it.

​“What is it? I sensed your anxiety? Are you alright?”

​He looked at me with concern written on his face and closed the space between us as if not being near me was giving him pain.

​“I’m alright,” I placed my hands on his shoulders and smiled. “I wanted to find a note I’d taken from the queen’s table.”

​Kieran visibly relaxed. “That’s good. A note is far less dangerous than what I’d been imagining.”  He looked at me with solemn eyes and confessed, “I find it difficult to let you out of my sight.”

​“Do you think that’ll ease with time?” I asked giving him a reassuring kiss on his cheek.

​“No,” he laughed but there was pain in his expression and I felt his fear through the bond.

​“I’m not going anywhere, Kieran.” I looked up at him with all the sincerity I could project. “I am yours and you are mine. We’re together now.”

​“I know,” he nodded, but his words were hollow. He’d lost so much, so many people in his lifetime, that I doubt I’d ever be able to convince him that we’d never be separated again. I had a few centuries to convince otherwise though, and I looked forward to each day we’d spend together.

​“Did you find the note?” He asked.

​“Right here,” Mara held up the note and Kieran nearly jumped. In his rush to get to me, he didn’t even notice she was there.

​“It says something about Eldrin’s Obsidian Stone. Do you know anything about that or the Voidweaver?” she asked innocent as can be while holding back a proud grin. Not many people can say they’ve caught the king off guard.

​A sheepish grin spread across Kieran’s face. He knew she’d gotten the better of him, but then his expression turned more pensive as he thought about the question.

​“Eldrin’s Obsidian Stone and the Voidweaver are one and the same.”

​“Why Voidweaver? What does it do?” Mara asked.

​“No one really knows. I’m not completely sure of the details, but if I remember correctly, Eldrin was a Nocturian elf who lived over ten thousand years ago. He claimed to have found a strange black stone deep in the mountains that gave him immense power after he touched it. According to our legends, he was the first elf to ever have golden wings.”

​“The queen probably wants it so she can gain power just like Eldrin did,” I proposed. “Do you know what she was referring to when she wrote the East Mountain Caves?”

​Kieran thought for a long moment then suggested, “Perhaps the mountains in the Jinarian’s territory.”

​“We should check out the library,” Mara suggested. “Maybe one of the books has more details about the stone.”

​“We do, actually. Here,” Kieran opened a portal and on the other side were rows and rows of books stacked nicely onto shelves.

​Mara and I entered first then Kieran walked in and closed the portal behind us.

​It was a large space with beautiful stained-glass windows bringing light to every corner of the room.

​The librarian, an older Lunarkin woman with white curly hair that draped down her back, glanced over at us, saw it was Kieran and went back to what she was doing as if he’d portaled here a million times before.

​“Lady Selene,” Kieran bowed to the librarian. “Can you help us find a book on Eldrin’s Obsidian Stone?”

​The older Lunarkin pushed her glasses back up her nose and smiled.

​“Are you teaching your friends about the history of Nocturia?”

​She seemed pleased at the prospect of us broadening our educational horizons.

​“Yes, and no. We are interested in learning more about the stone so we can locate it.”

​“Locate it?” The librarian seemed shocked by that. “I know you’re an adventurous young male, but there are things that even you should stay away from,” she warned.

​“I’m with you on that one lady Selene,” Kieran smiled. “But unfortunately we have reason to believe the queen is after the stone and we don’t want it to fall into her hands.”

​“The queen? I don’t see why she’d want the stone. It wouldn’t do her any good.”

​“Why do you say that?” I asked.

​“The stone came from the Nocturian goddess. There’s no reason to believe a stone from the goddess of night would benefit the queen of light.”

​“Maybe she isn’t trying to use it for herself. Maybe she’s just trying to prevent you from getting it,” I suggested.

​“Now that would make more sense,” the librarian nodded. “If you were to get hold of the stone there would be nothing the queen could do to stop you.”

​“Sounds like the kind of advantage we need.” A sly smile spread across Kieran’s face.

​“Don’t be hasty, young king,” Selene warned. “The last Nocturian who held the stone went mad. What’s the point of winning a battle if you can’t enjoy the victory afterward? Answer me that.”

​“Went crazy how, exactly?” Kieran asked.

​“Come. Let me show you,” Selene led us to a back room that held much older tomes than the rest of the library.

​She pulled out a book titled, Legends and Folklore of Nocturia and flipped through the pages until she found the chapter she was looking for.

​As she held the book I noticed her hands were scarred. Like old burns that had been healed over. I’d seen scars like these before on Kei’s hands.

​“Here it is,” she drew our attention to a page that held a life-like rendering of an older Nocturian male with golden wings and sad eyes.

​Journal entry from Eldrin Sansore:

​I wish I had never touched the stone. I went deep into the mountains for no other reason than to see how far I could go. I was a foolish young male with too much time and too little to do.

​I came upon a cavern that held a great beast made of shadow. It lunged at me and slashed my leg. I dodged its next blow and found myself next to an odd black stone. The room was pitch black and yet the stone glowed.

​I touched it and felt a terrible power seep into my veins. My eyes turned gold, my leg immediately healed, and my wings changed from black to gold. The beast tried to strike me down but I was faster,  much faster than I’d been before.

​I fled the mountain vowing to never tell a soul where I’d found the stone. No one should have that kind of power. It’s not of this world. It does not belong to us, and I fear that if someone were to wield it that we’d gain the attention of someone or something far more powerful than any of us could comprehend.

​I beg for death every night before I fall asleep and wake disappointed. This power has granted me long life. I am eight hundred years old and yet I do not look older than four hundred.

​She speaks to me in my dreams. The spirit that lives in the stone has found me even here on the edge of the kingdom, far far away from where the obsidian stone lay.

​She calls herself the Voidweaver and promises to make all my dreams come true if I’d just return her to her rightful place, but when I ask her where she belongs all I see is darkness.

​Her voice is growing stronger, her begging more relentless, and I cannot take it anymore. I have challenged a young Seraphyne male to a duel. I do not plan on defending myself, and if all goes well, he will strike me down and I will be rid of this life, this curse, this haggard spirit that follows me everywhere I go.

Eldrin was never heard from again.

“You must not seek the stone. Let the queen have it,” Selene pleaded.

“I might not have a choice,” Kieran looked pained as he admitted that truth out loud. We were outnumbered by the queen and he knew it.

“Does it say where they think the stone is?” Mara asked.

Selene narrowed her eyes at my friend. “Don’t encourage him. There are other great acts you can be witnessed doing. Don’t let this be one of them.”

“I was just asking,” Mara shrugged her shoulders and did her best to look as innocent as can be, but I knew better. Mara was as unlikely to turn down an adventure like this as she was to  willingly walk back into Luminaria.

The librarian sighed and looked to Kieran. “What say you my king? Is this a path you are prepared to walk down?”

“It is an option I’d like to keep open,” he admitted. “Please tell us where you think the stone is hidden.”

The older Lunarkin sighed again. “As you wish. Many believe the stone to be deep with the Mt. Sagespire.”

“Sagespire? That’s in Jinarian territory.” Mara pointed out.

“And good luck getting anywhere near it.” Lady Selene added as she closed the book. “The Jinarian’s have been guarding that mountain for centuries and won’t say why.”

“But you think it’s the Obsidian Stone,” Kieran surmised.

“The Voidweaver? Yes.”

“I wonder where the stone belongs,” I asked aloud. “It asked to be returned but wouldn’t show Eldrin where to take it.”

“Didn’t she?” Selene asked. “She showed him darkness. There are many dark places and many dark worlds. She turned to Kieran and looked directly at his golden eyes which marked him as a portal magic wielder.

“If you do get the stone, do a better job than Eldrin in finding out where she belongs.”

“I will,” he wore an expression of stoic sincerity. “And I have an idea of how we can get past those guards.”




Chapter 27

Battle Plans
















​The three of us left the library and made our way to the castle. Kieran sent for Zarielle, Farryn, Garrick, Arannis, and Atreis to meet us in the war room where battle plans were made.

​“What is all this about?” Garrick did not look pleased to be here. He eyed Kerain suspiciously then glanced over at me. It didn’t take long for our group to assemble around the antique wooden table.

​“I told you, everything would be alright,” Farryn assured him.

​“I’m not ready to join any battles yet,” he huffed. “I just got you back. I can’t leave you again.”

​The pain in his voice twisted my heart. It would be cruel to separate him from his mate so soon after they’d found freedom. Maybe it wouldn’t come to that. This would be a small mission. Maybe he could stay here and help guard the stronghold.

​“I’m not telling anyone to leave Nocturia,” Kieran cut in. “This is just a strategy meeting. Recruitment for this mission will be completely voluntary.”

“Mission? What are you talking about?” It was Zarielle’s turn to interrupt.

“I took a note from the queen’s table when I was still in the citadel,” I began in an attempt to clear things up before our little group descended into squabbling. “It mentioned Eldrin’s Obsidian Stone and the east mountains.”

“We went to the library and Selene thinks the stone might be located in Mt. Sagespire.”

“Hold on!” Zarielle took command of the conversation again. “Are you crazy? If we get caught sneaking around Jinarian territory-”

“That’s the beauty of it,” Kieran smiled. “They’re going to invite us in.”

“And why would they do that?” Zarielle crossed her arms over her chest.

“Because we’re going to request a meeting of the four kingdoms after all, and Arannis is going to suggest the meeting take place in Aetherion. It’s been too long since we visited our neighbors to the East.”

“How important is this Obsidian stone?” Arannis asked.

“We’re not sure,” Kieran admitted. “We do know that it gave our ancestor Eldrin great power, but Selene doesn’t think it’d be any use to the queen.”

“So she wants it just so we can’t have it,” Zarielle surmised.

“I think so,” Kieran agreed. “But if this stone can give us an advantage in the upcoming battle I need to take it. I am the king, and I will do everything within my power to protect my people.”

“Why not just ask if you can explore the mountain?” Farryn asked.

“They’d never allow that,” Arannis sighed. “This new council has become more insular. They don’t trade with the neighboring kingdoms like they used to, and they don’t let visitors through their territory unescorted. I doubt a request to explore the mountain would be met with the answer you desire.”

“Are you willing to request a meeting on our behalf? Kieran asked his advisor and friend.

“Of course,” Arannis smiled.

“Thank you.” Kieran looked out at the rest of us. “I don’t want more than three people going into that mountain with me.”

“I’ll go!” Mara was quick to volunteer.

A proud grin drew across Kieran’s face and he glanced at me for a sign of approval before he put my young friend in danger.

I gave him a subtle nod and let a smile draw across my face as well.

“I’d be glad to have you by my side, Mara.” Kieran acknowledged and accepted her request.

“I want to join you.” I was next to volunteer. Kieran grew stiff as if he’d hoped that I’d sit this one out. Fat chance.

“It’ll be a much nicer journey with you with us.” His face wore a smile but I could feel his anxiety through the bond. I sent him a wave of assurance and his shoulders relaxed.

“I would like to go as well,” Atreis chimed in.

“It might be beneficial to have the Light Bringer as we descend deeper and deeper into the mountain,” Arannis remarked, and Kieran gave Atreis a nod of approval. Our party of four was set.

Garrick relaxed knowing that he would be able to sit this one out and Farryn smiled and patted his shoulder.

“Told you,” she whispered.

​“You will be careful,” Zarielle said.

​“Of course,” the king smiled.

​“Kieran,” she said his name as a warning.

​“I am more aware of the dangers of this world than you can possibly know. When I say I will be careful, you can be assured that I will do all I can to return to my kingdom.”

​He turned his gaze to me and added, “and I will have my mate with me giving me extra motivation to make it out alive.”

​Zarielle’s face softened and she glanced at Atreis then quickly looked away.

​“Good,” she nodded.

​The meeting was concluded and we all went our separate ways.

​I made my way to the royal gardens where lanterns lined the pathways through the orange fall blooms.

​I hadn’t had the chance to practice my dark magic out in the open and I was itching to see what I could do.

​I stood under the light of the full moon and pulled my power crystal from my pocket. Even in the darkness it glowed with a light all its own. With each passing day it felt like it was becoming more a part of me. Before it was like my right hand guiding me, but now it felt more like the beating of my own heart.

​I thought of the darkness that surrounded me. The protection of the forest, the beauty of the night sky, the strength that rippled underneath Kieran’s skin like a gentle beast capable of winning wars while also leading his people with a steady hand.

​Power flowed through my veins. I called upon my sword and my shield. I remembered how wide I’d made my shield in order to protect my friends against the queen’s undead soldiers, and I attempted to make it wider. Could I shield an entire army from her threat? Did I have it in me to protect my mate if it came down to it?

​My neon purple shield grew stronger, wider, and thicker. It encased me in its protection, blocking out the light of the lanterns and the moon above. Everything turned dark except for the glow of the neon purple shield reflecting off my skin.

​In the darkness I saw someone approaching. The figure was tall and strong and familiar. I’d recognize that silhouette anywhere. I let down my shield and found Kieran smiling on the other side.

​“You grow stronger each day,” he complimented.

​“Thank you. I’m self-taught,” I teased.

​“Well that’s about to change,” he teased back.

​“Oh is it? And what do you plan to teach me tonight?”

​A flash of desire crossed his face and I felt his yearning through the bond. However, Kieran tamped it down in an effort to stay focused on what he’d truly come out here to do.

​“I plan on showing you the Nocturian way of tapping into our power. It’s very different from what you’ve seen in Luminaria.”

​“You work together,” I stated. I’d witnessed it myself when I watched Mara train with the Nocturian soldiers. They shared their power with each other and used their combined forces to perry their enemies. 

​“That’s right,” Kieran nodded as he stood behind me.

​“You might recall, we’ve done this once before.”

​“When you helped me break the red crystal.” I remembered how he’d lent me his strength. Without it I would never have been able to free us from the queen’s grasp.

​“Exactly, but this time I will show you how to open up that connection so power can flow between us.”

​“How do we do that?” I asked, as excitement flooded through me.

​“First focus on your power just like you were doing a moment ago.”

​I did what he suggested and focused on the night sky and the power of darkness and the safety it provided.

​“There you go. You’ve got it,” Kieran encouraged. “Now picture our bond, our connection.”

​I held the image of our mate bond in my mind, but the bond itself wasn’t enough. On its own it was just a feeling, a gut instinct between two people. I expanded my vision and remembered every smile we’d exchanged, every touch, every time he’d held out his hand for me, and every time I took it.

​Something snapped inside me and I gasped. Images flashed through my mind. A yellow daffodil, a jelly tart, and me in my black dress at the Autumn Ball. These were Kieran’s memories.

​“It’s alright,” Kieran assured me. “It can be jarring at first.”

​“What was that?”

​“While you were thinking of me, I was thinking of you. It opened up a link between us that functions much like a transfer crystal does.”

​“I saw your memories,” I breathed.

​“And I saw yours,” the corner of his mouth turned up in a warm smile.

​“What did you see?”

​“I saw you soaring high in the sky. You felt so light. So happy.”

​“What do we do now?”

​“Push a wave of power through the link we’ve created.”

​I imaged my power moving as a wave in the ocean and blew upon the water toward a bridge.

​Kieran breathed in deep then created a mighty sword with the power I’d given him. Then he changed the sword into a flower before letting it melt into his palm and pushing that power back to me.

​With it came another wave of memories. Him as a child playing tag with his sister. He fell and skinned his knee but his father was there to help him up. There was a long stretch of darkness. Then there was me, but it wasn’t me. He held the shape of me, of our relationship, our bond so deep within him that it spilled out into his vision of the world. I was a bird with black wings soaring high above the clouds. I was a bowl of hot soup that warmed his soul. I was a sword, beautiful and precise in its craftsmanship and aim. I was in the bark of the willow tree where we’d kissed. Then I was in the water flowing before him like an ocean. He sought to know the depths of me. He sank deep into the well of our bond and showed me exactly what it felt like every time he saw me smile.

​A tear streamed down my face and I was helpless to stop it. If I was an ocean he was the sky. We reflected off of each other but I was not blue and neither was he. A yellow canary sitting on a branch, a lemon tart, a field of daffodils. Yellow. That was his favorite color. His soul was filled with it. He was brighter than the sun, and he shared some of that brightness with me. And in return I shared my joy with him.

My soul was not bright like his. He’d be able to retain so much of his lightheartedness. I’d… I’d given away so much trust, so blindly. Even though I made it out, a part of me would be with Elio forever. The naive part of my soul that hung onto every word he said was gone. I’d never trust like that again. Even now with my true mate, I held off on accepting our bond. It felt silly at times, but I needed this time to heal. I needed time to assure myself that I was different now, that my eyes were wide open and I wasn’t making the same mistakes as before.

My soul was not bright like Kieran’s, but I still had love to give. Green. I’d send him green. My grandmother made me a quilt when I was young. She used every shade of green you can imagine. It became my favorite color. Our bond felt like that quilt cozy, safe, and warm.

Kieran’s hand found mine and we intertwined our fingers together.

“You see me everywhere,” I whispered.

“Of course I do. You opened my eyes. How could I look upon the world without seeing you in it?”

“You give me too much Kieran. Your home, your protection, your-”

“My heart.” He finished my sentence. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. It’s not too much. Never too much for you.”

He held my hands over his heart and leaned down and met my lips with his. He kissed me until the world disappeared and all I felt was yellow. I was surrounded by it. His joy seeped into my bones and I sank into the softness of his touch, his love, and his endless warmth.







Chapter 28

Time To Go
















​Over the next month we dedicated ourselves to training. I improved my dark magic skills and worked on my portal magic, and despite the fact that I had yet to create a single portal, Kieran assured me I was doing well.

​He dedicated himself to training for the Valley of Death. He and his soldiers moved like one body. They’re movements were quick and smooth. I had hope that they would all come out of the ordeal alive. They would. I told myself. They had to. Kieran had to. 

​Kieran and I’s relationship had only continued to heat up throughout the month. It grew harder each day to stop ourselves from going beyond kissing. We’d slipped up a time or two and had gone down on each other. I couldn’t bring myself to regret those moments though. Seeing him come apart in my hands and my mouth was always worth it.

​Once, after he’d made me come for the third time in one night I begged him to claim me, make me his. But he shook his head no. He told me when we did this, we’d do it right. He’d gone out for a long run and came back exhausted. We hadn’t slipped up since then. I think we both knew if we did, there would be no turning back this time.

​I smiled to myself as I packed my bag for the meeting of the four kingdoms. I knew we wouldn’t have to wait much longer. I’d decided to accept our bond after we got back from this mission. As soon as we were back on Nocturian soil I’d confess that I was ready.

​Truth be told, I wanted to tell him two weeks ago, but the timing wasn’t right. We had to prepare for this mission. We didn’t have the time to give into a mating fever, but we would after we got back. I could hardly wait.

​“You need any help packing?” Kieran stepped into the room looking sharp as ever in a black suit. 

​I was wearing a black and gold dress that was flattering but also professional enough for a meeting of this magnitude. I liked that we matched. I liked that I would walk in belonging to the Nocturian kingdom. I would stand with them and not alone.

​“No, I think I’ve got all I need.”

​I’d packed the fitted black jumpsuit I’d wear tonight when we descended into the depths of the mountain, and next to that was another dress in case this meeting lasted two days instead of one.

​Two days. We just needed to get through two more days and then Kieran and I would have two weeks alone in a cabin together. It sounded like heaven.

​“What about you?”

​“I’ve got everything I need right here.” He held up a black duffle bag.

​“Here let me carry that for you.” Kieran grabbed my bag off the bed and asked. “Are you ready for this?”

​“Yes, I’m ready.” I nodded and did my best to look resolute in my decision. It was a bit daunting knowing we were going to a foreign kingdom and purposefully lying about our true intentions, but we needed to get that obsidian stone before the queen did. I just hoped we wouldn’t get caught. I didn’t have it in me to survive another stay in a dungeon.

​“You don’t have to do this,” Kieran began sensing my fear. “You can just attend the meeting and leave the secret mission to me, Mara, and Atreis.”

​“No,” I lifted my chin in a show of confidence. “I want to be with you. I will be with you.”

​Kiearn granted me a tight smile. He didn’t like putting me in danger, but he wouldn’t stop me from going. “You will be safe, Lavonna. I will make sure of that,” he promised and the tension in my shoulders eased a bit. I knew he’d see to my safety even to his own detriment. I didn’t like the idea of that either, but we would just have to hope for the best.

​“You’re majesty,” Arannis knocked on the open door. “It’s time.”

​“Thank you, friend.” Kieran looked to me and held out his hand. “Let’s do this.”

​“Lets.” I agreed.

​We met up with Mara and Atreis in the war room. They were dressed in the king’s livery looking like bodyguards which was the role they were to play.

​“Everyone remember the plan?” Kieran asked. “Bodyguard by day, thief by night,” Mara chimed in.

​“I prefer to think of ourselves as forbidden explorers,” Kieran suggested. “The Jinarian’s don’t have any more claim to the obsidian stone as we do. It just so happens to be stashed in their mountain.”

​“Whatever you prefer, your majesty,” Mara smirked. The semantics didn’t matter to her. She lived for the adventure. Every mission was a chance to be witnessed doing something great and nothing meant more to her than being seen as worthy to enter the hallowed halls of her ancestors after she passed from this life to the next.

​“You will be careful,” Zarielle said from the side of the room. Her arms were crossed over her chest as she tried to look unaffected by our soon to be absence, but I’d learned that in order to understand the once and future ruler of Nocturia you had to read between the lines.

​Her words had been meant for the group but she glanced over at Atreis who gave her a soft smile. On the outside their relationship hadn’t progressed much beyond basic greetings, but Mara told me she saw them walking through the royal garden’s late at night when she was performing a Lunarkin moon ritual. The princess was a hard nut to crack, but I had every confidence that Atreis was up to the task.

​“We will,” Kieran assured her. “Goodby-”

​“No goodbye’s,” Zarielle interrupted her brother in a rare show of emotion. “Please.” Her face was lined with pain as if she were remembering saying goodbye to her brother all those years ago. It was three decades before he returned, even then he’d been broken and wingless. I’ll never forget the nervous wringing of his hands as he fought through the anxiety of being seen again.

​“I’ll see you later,” he smiled.

​“Your brother will be returned to you. You have my oath, princess.” Atreis bowed with his fist clenched over his chest.

​That seemed to be the assurance she needed. The pain on her face eased and she nodded.

​“Thank you and good luck.”

​Kieran turned his attention to the empty corner of the room and opened a portal directly to the entrance of Aetherion. Mara led the way, Kieran and I followed, and Atreis walked in behind us.

​I suddenly found myself looking up at two large wrought-iron gates. Tall walls extended out from the gates to fence in a square courtyard the size of a football field.

​I shivered as the wind blew across my face. It was colder here than Nocturia. White snowflakes drifted to the ground like the sand in an hourglass.

​“Welcome,” An older Jinarian elf motioned for the gates to be opened and two liveried men wearing red and black uniforms, pulled on the heavy iron and opened the way for us.

​“High Counselor Morath,” Arannis bowed low before the older gentleman. “Thank you for having us.”

​“Of course. We welcome these discussions.”

​The High Counselor turned and led us to the main hall through the snow. We ascended the stairs into an awning with intricate architecture highlighting crisp lines and geometric shapes.

​From there we entered the Jinarian great hall where Morath climbed the stairs to his seat among the seven. Seven males on seven thrones looked down at us with haughty eyes. This wasn’t a welcome. This was a show of power. I knew very little of the Jinarian people besides what Arannis told me. He’d been disappointed that this High Counsel had made his people so isolated. He also thought they sought to have too much power and control, and cursed that there was little he could do about it living so far away.

​I looked around the room and found that both the Lunarkins and the Zarokai were already here. The Zarokai stood out against the red walls of the Jinarian great hall with their green orc skin. They were covered in embroidered fighting leathers that contained magical symbols and runes.

​The long brown hair of their ruler was tied back in a bun. He didn’t wear a crown, but instead his ears were the only ones that were pierced. Heavy gold rings hung from his skin.

​The Lunarkin queens were here as well. They wore polished breastplates over plain black clothes. Their hair was half up which drew attention to the half crescent moons they had painted on their foreheads in a metallic silver.

​No one looked pleased to be standing below the Jinarian High Council, least of all Arannis who frowned at this contrived show of power.

​This was a meeting for us to discuss coming to each other’s aid as equals. There was no room for posturing here.

​With their show of power over, the council members stepped down from their high places and joined us on the lower level.

​“Come, follow us to our inner sanctum.”

​Large wooden doors opened to a room with a long table that had enough seats for everyone. The council members all sat together on one side of the table, leaving the other three kingdoms to sort themselves out.

​I ended up sitting next to a Zarokai guard who smelled delightfully of fresh flowers. I would love to know what they did to make their soap so fragrant and what the runes on their armor meant. I must have been staring too long at the orc because he grunted to get my attention.

​“Orc runes won’t help you, elf,” he snarled.

​A low growl rumbled through Kieran’s chest as a warning, and he bore his teeth at the male who snarled at me.

​“Let’s get started,” one of the council members interrupted before the situation could get any worse.

​“King Osiris,” council member Morath gestured to Kieran. “You requested this meeting. Why don’t you tell us why you’ve called us all here?”

​“Gladly,” Kieran bowed his head. “Thank you for hosting this gathering.”

​“It is our pleasure,” A council member to Morath’s right interjected with a smile that was a little too wide.

“As you all know,” Kieran began again. “I was held captive by the queen of Luminaria for quite some time. She killed my parents then entrapped me within the boundaries of her kingdom. I do not wish for myself or my kingdom to fall prey to her schemes ever again.”

​“We heard about your stay with the ruler of Luminaria.” The white-haired Lunarkin queen remarked with a frown on her face. “It’s vile what she did.”

​“Thank you for your sympathy, Queen Mahina.” Kieran tipped his head in her direction. “It’s much appreciated.”

​“Sympathy can be used to manipulate a situation to one’s benefit.” One of the seven council members cut in. “Is that what you’re doing now?”

​The question caught Kieran off guard and Arannis pursed his lips.

​“I can assure you it is not, council member Vogan.” Kieran vowed.

​“What do you want from us?” The ruler of the Zarokai asked. He didn’t seem to have any sinister intent like the council members did. He was simply asking a blunt question.

​“Esteemed Orc Thrax,” Kieran addressed the Zarokai leader by his proper title. “We are asking for your armies to join ours if we should call for aid. Our kingdoms have never seen an all out war similar to what I believe the queen is trying to do. We have fought against each other, but never side-by-side, and I’d like to change that.”

The room was silent. This idea was new to everyone. These kingdoms had existed near each other for a long time. But even so, the alliances between them never lasted beyond a few decades. Would they heed Kieran’s call? Would they help us in our time of need?

“What will you do if any of us come under attack?” Thrax Asked, which was a fair question.

“If you come to our aid, we will come to yours,” Kieran replied in an even tone.

“It sounds like you’re expecting to be attacked.” Council member Vogan observed. “Is this a measure of caution for which you called us all here, or is there something you know that you aren’t telling us?”

“I have no reason to believe an attack from the queen is imminent. I only wish to protect my people if she does attack us,” Kieran lied, but no one outside of our little group knew that Farryn had predicted an attack from the queen.

“If that’s true, then why have you posted more than double the amount of guards at your border? A move like that speaks of more than simple caution,” Morath asked.

Kieran pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Do you think if Nocturia falls, the queen of light will be satisfied? She is motivated by fear and power, a deadly combination that will affect us all. She will not stop until she has become the ruler of all five kingdoms.” He turned to the council members on the other side of the table and added. “So yes, I have added soldiers to my border, and you would too in my position. If you had been hidden in plain sight for thirty years, you would do just as much if not more than what I have done.”

“Yes, but why now?” Morath doubled down.

“Is it not obvious?” Kieran growled in frustration. Then he looked to me. “I have more to protect now than just my life.”

Everyone else looked at me too. There had been no official declaration of our mate bond beyond Nocturia, but even so, word travel’s fast.

I could feel through the bond that he wasn’t lying. He might not be willing to reveal the truth that Farryn has seen the queen arriving at our doorstep, but his determination to protect me was very true and very real.

“What are your proposed terms for this alliance?” Queen Mahina asked.

“Do not be hasty, dear queen,” Vogan interrupted. “Do you not remember how Nocturia sat back and did nothing while the queen of Luminaria destroyed the Lunarkin towns that bordered her lands?”

“I was not the king then,” Kieran growled. He was growing weary of the council’s attacks. It was clear that neither he nor Arannis thought they’d encounter such opposition from the Jinarian rulers.

Vogan looked to the Lunarkin queens with a haughty disdain in his eyes. “Is it not true that you yourselves did very little to help your people against the queen’s attacks? Are your thrones on the Silvervein Islands so comfortable that you did not see a reason to get up and lend your own people a hand? Why should any of us trust your word now?”

“You go too far!” The younger queen stood from her seat and pointed an accusing finger at the council member.

Queen Mahina put a hand on her arm and beckoned for her to sit back down. “We are beholden to no one, and we certainly don’t need to explain ourselves to the likes of you,” the older queen bit out as she eyed each of the seven council members.

“What do you mean by that?” Morath asked as he eyed her with an equal amount of disdain.

“I mean, it seems odd for you to question us about how we rule our kingdom as you shut the doors to your own. Why have you stopped all trade with us?”

“If you do not feel the need to explain your actions to us,” Morath began. “Then we don’t feel the need to explain our actions to you either.”

The tension in the room was high and we were getting nowhere.

Arannis suddenly stood up and announced, “we will adjourn these discussions for today.”

A tremor of shock weaved its way through our bond. This was not part of the plan. But Kieran trusted his advisor and long time friend. He gave Arannis a slight nod and turned his attention back to the council members.

​“Do you have any objection to us using your council room again tomorrow?”

​A ghost of a frown spread across council member Morath’s face before he quickly suppressed it.

​“As you wish, King Osiris.” The older Jinarian male bowed. “This meeting is adjourned. We will resume these discussions tomorrow over lunch.”

​We all rose and left the Jinarian council room and filed outside. The cold wind felt refreshing against my heated cheeks. Kieran pulled me closer to him as we waited for the rest of our party.

​“I’m not sure what happened in there, but I don’t like it. Something feels off,” he confessed.

​“I agree.”

​Arannis, Mara, and Atreis joined us and we followed a servant to the lodging the council had provided. We walked from the building that held their meeting hall through the paved courtyard to the building directly across from the main palace. The well-lit hall was lined with rooms. Kieran and I had our own. Mara was next to us on our right, and Atreis was to our left. The Zarokai’s rooms were next to ours, and despite our rough start, I didn’t mind being so close to them.

​They’d come to this meeting for a reason. I assumed it was to make an alliance. I assumed everyone was here to form an alliance, but with the way the Jinarian council has been acting, I wasn’t so sure anymore.




Chapter 29

Feathers
















​Kieran and I entered our room and set out luggage on the floor. A large window provided an abundance of afternoon light that illuminated the space. They’d provided a bed that was lower to the ground than I was used to but otherwise similar to what I’d seen in Nocturia. The dresser was made of a cream-colored wood with images of birds, snakes, mice, fish, and one fox hidden in the bottom corner, all etched beautifully into the drawers.

​I lightly traced the bird with my finger and Kieran bent down to see what I was looking at.

​“Do these animals hold a special importance for the Jinarian people?” I asked.

​“They do,” Kieran began. He pointed to each one as he explained, “They all represent different emotions. The bird is joy and freedom, the snake is anger, the mouse is fear, the fish is sadness, and the fox is justice and retribution.

​“Why just one fox when there are so many of the other animals?”

​“The Jinarian’s believe in balance. We all experience these other emotions all the time, but justice is only needed when a great wrong has taken place. The fox is powerful, but it is the hope of the Jinarian’s that her wisdom and strength will not be needed.”

​“I see.”

​There was a knock on our door and Kieran opened it. Arannis, Mara, and Atreis stood outside.

​“Come in,” I waved everyone inside and Kieran shut the door behind them.

​“What happened in there?” Kieran asked his top advisor. “You said the council welcomed our ideas of forming an alliance.”

​“I know!” Arannis paced the room and ran a hand through his short black hair. “That’s what they told me when I visited a few weeks ago. None of this is right.” He shook his head in disbelief.

​“What do you mean, none of this?” I asked.

​“I mean they were hiding something, and for some reason the angrier everyone got the happier the council became.”

​“They wanted us to be angry?” Mara asked.

​“I have no doubt about it. I just don’t know why,” Arannis puzzled.

​“This is troubling,” Atreis nodded. “The only person who benefits from our discord is the queen.”

​“Agreed,” Kieran stood stiffly against the wall as he pondered everything that had been said.

​“This feels like a trap,” he added.

​“Indeed, it does,” Arannis agreed.

​“Can you speak with the guards?” Kieran turned to his Jinarian advisor. “Ask them if they’ve seen any of the queen’s guard visit Aetherion in recent months.”

​“I can do that,” Arannis nodded. “I should go now before the night watch arrives. There are less of them to question than the day watch.”

​He stood from the bed and bowed to his king before leaving.

​That left just the four of us. My friend looked like she needed to release the pent up energy she’d gained from that meeting.

​“Lady Mara,” Atreis began. “Would you like to do some sparring in the courtyard? It might help us stay limber and ready for tonight.”

​I was thankful for his suggestion. It wouldn’t do us any good for our bravest soldier to go into a stealth mission wound up so tight.

​Mara looked up at him in the same way a younger sister looks to an elder brother, and smiled. “I wouldn’t mind showing the Jinarian’s how we do things in Nocturia.”

​“After you,” he motioned for her to lead the way.

​They shut the door behind them and Kieran locked it then sighed and sat on the bed with his head in his hands.

​“I don’t know what I’m going to do if even one kingdom joins with the queen. Our hope for survival is already smaller than I’d like. We can survive without an alliance. We can’t survive if another kingdom makes an alliance with her.”

​I sat on my knees before my mate. The crown he rarely wore seemed so heavy on his head today. It threatened to fall off entirely with his head tilted down toward the floor.

I wouldn’t have that. Kieran should be looking up into a sky full of possibilities, out into the future, and not down in despair. My mate had despaired enough over the years. No more. Not while I was here with him.

I took Kieran’s hands between my own and assured him all would be well. “It’s going to be okay. The queen will not win. We won’t let her. Do not doubt the stubbornness of the Lunarkins, and the resourcefulness of the Zarokai. I don’t know the Jinarian’s well, but I do know the other kingdoms will not bend so easily to the queen of light.”              

​Kieran looked up and gave me a reassuring smile as he tucked my hair behind my ear. “I’m glad you’re here.”

​I caught his hand and leaned into his touch. “I’m glad I came with you.”

​“You misunderstand me,” Kieran shook his head. “I’m not just glad you are here with me in this moment. I’m glad you exist. I’d be lost without you.”

He paused for a long moment before he confessed. “I don’t remember much from when the queen used my power to open portals. She would drain me until I passed out so she could keep the portal open herself. I could never see what she was doing, but that day was different. She couldn’t keep me blinded from you.”

He met my eyes and held my face with his hands. “I felt you. I knew you. I couldn’t say why, but you were familiar to me as if our souls had met in another life. Then I felt our mate bond. It was the only glimpse of happiness I’d had for decades, but I knew it couldn’t last. I had to warn you not to come. I did not want you in this prison suffering my same fate.  I sent as much fear and trepidation down that bond as I possibly could, but the closer you got to the portal door, the less strength I had to resist you. I tried to hold back, but the joy of knowing you existed slipped through the bond. I fear I may have pulled you through. I pulled you into this realm, one far more dangerous than your own.”

All this time I thought Elio had protected me from those poisonous vines. Something had saved me that day, and I never questioned who that might have been until now.

Relief flooded through me as I realized it had been Kieran not Elio who pulled me into this realm. Elio may have offered me his hand, but it was the pull of the mate bond that made me cross the threshold. It never made sense to me why Elio would bring me here. Even after his confession I couldn’t make sense of the fact that he brought me here then refused to keep me safe. But he hadn't, it had been my true mate all along. It had been Kieran.

“I've tried so many times to be sorry for what I did,” he began again. “A good male, a better male than me, would be disgusted with himself after pulling his mate into a world as dangerous as this one. But I just can't find it within myself to regret that you're here.”

​His eyes met mine and I felt a zing rip through me as if our mate bond itself were trying to lock into place.

​“Before you escaped, I would wake up every night alone and afraid that this had all been a dream. But now, now that you're here and you sleep by my side, even in my dreams I know that you are real. I never want that to end.”

​His eyes were glossy with unshed tears and I could feel the mixture of emotions he was experiencing through the bond. Joy, fear, excitement, and anticipation. He…he wanted to propose. He wanted to ask me to be his.

​I sat up straight and he leaned down. Our lips met in a gentle kiss at first, but then that small spark turned into a wildfire and Kieran lifted me onto his lap. But before our kiss could deepen into something more, he pulled away.

​Kieran ran his hands up and down my back as he gazed into my eyes. A golden universe lay just outside his pupils. An entire galaxy touched by Midas himself, glowed bright and lit up my entire world.

Kieran was at war within himself. A question lingered in the air, unasked and unanswered. 

I leaned in and nibbled on his bottom lip to ease some of that tension. He groaned at my touch and pulled me in closer. I could feel the heat of his skin through his shirt and I longed to take it off so I could run my fingers along his naked skin. But I needed to do something first. A confession unspoken does no one any good.

It was my turn to pull away. I gazed into those golden eyes and sent him a wave of green, he smiled and sent me yellow.

It was an unspoken exchange of love, a reassurance of tomorrow, a promise that what we had would not fade away.

“Ask me, Kieran,” I breathed. “I’m ready.”

His breath hitched and he swallowed hard as he gathered his courage.

Kieran shifted me onto the bed as he got onto his knees. He took off the crown he’d been wearing and set it on the ground.

“In this moment I am not a king, I am just a male, an elf on his knees before the woman he loves.”

There it was, love. We hadn’t said it to each other very often. Not yet. Until now, what we had felt too new, too unknown, but not anymore. I knew him and he knew me. He’d seen me fly and fall. He’d caught me on my darkest day, and I’d held his hand and together we walked back into the light.

“When a Nocturian finds their mate,” Kieran began. “They naturally grow a large feather within their wings called a mating feather. It’s traditional to offer it as a sign of your love, but seeing as how I no longer have wings, I had this one made of the strongest metal and dipped in gold.”

​He pulled a golden feather attached to a chain necklace out of his pocket. The craftsmanship was impeccable. To look upon it, one might think it weighed less than a gram, but to hold it, it felt as solid as the love that bound us; solid, strong, and radiant.

I’d seen what Kieran had referred to as a mating feather. I had one myself that I kept tucked away between my smaller feathers, not sure what it was.

I turned and found the large black feather I’d been looking for. Then did some rearranging so it stood out from the rest.

“Is that what this is?”

Kieran’s eyes grew wide. “Yes, yes it is.”

​Without giving it a second thought, I plucked it and placed it in Kieran’s palm just like he’d placed his golden feather in mine.

​He let out a shuddering breath as he gently closed his fingers around the large black feather.

“I will be yours if you will be mine,” I confessed in a whisper, afraid to set off the balance of the moment if I spoke any louder.

​A teary smile spread across my mate’s face. “Lavonna,” he said my name in a watery voice that spoke of the waves of emotion that were flooding through him.

​“I, Kieran, King of Nocturia, pledge to honor and cherish you for the rest of my days. May my sword be thrown asunder, may my crown be trampled under foot, if all I have left to offer is my heart, then be assured that it will be yours. All of me, the whole of me, every inch, every breath belongs to you, now and always.”

​A teary smile spread across my face as I began a pledge of my own. “I, Lavonna, pledge my undying love to you. May I be the safe place where you rest your head and the gentle hand that holds yours through trying times.

​May I be your sunrise and you my sunset. Just as the sun and the moon chase each other through the sky in an eternal dance of love, may our love encompass each other and outlast them both.”

I bent my neck for Kieran to place the necklace that held his mating feather over my head. As soon as the metal touched my skin I felt the bond snap into place. I gasped as warmth flooded through my veins. The bond felt both as light as a feather and as dense as the ocean all at once.

Our mate bond glowed brighter than ever.

“I’ve never seen anything more beautiful,” Kieran began as he looked into my eyes as if he were seeing me for the first time.

A neon purple light danced in the reflection of his eyes. I was his and he was mine.

I reached out for him and pulled him onto the bed. I needed him. An overwhelming need to solidify this bond we’d woven through words and promises coursed through me. We’d shared our oaths. We’d spoken promises to each other and the universe alike, but now it was time to express that love through touch, through a deeper physical connection we’d never shared before.

Kieran swallowed hard as he felt the same need course through his body as well. This was not the mating fever. It was urgent, but not as desperate as he’d described.

Kieran let a claw extend from his finger and he met my gaze as he hovered at the neckline of my dress.

I was starting to grow hot and needy. These clothes felt wrong. Having anything between us felt insufferable.

“Do it.” I commanded. I needed to be free to touch and be touched.

Kieran ripped my dress and I undid the buttons on his shirt. He made quick work of his pants and soon we were lying next to each other naked and hovering between two realities. The one in which we’d never mated and the one in which we had.

I couldn’t wait any longer. I wanted to step into this new reality, this new world in which I was closer to Kieran than I’d ever been before.

I wanted to feel him deep inside me, filling me, caging me in with all that strength and desire.

His fingers trailed up and down my body. He wrapped his hand around the back of my thigh and pulled me closer. He held me against him as he moved his hips up and down letting his hard shaft move against my wet sex and needy clit.

His breath hitched and his hands began to tremble. He’d never done this before. He’d never been this close to anyone.

I reached my hand up and caressed his back gently and moaned my encouragement.

He moved his hand up my thigh and between my legs until he reached the sweet spot that made me squirm. Then my mate teased my clit with slow circles over and over again. I moaned and he devoured my utterance with a kiss and the slight prick of his elongated fangs which sent a shiver down my spine.

His canines were sharper than a human’s but this was the first time I’d seen them descend this far. Their purpose was clear. Their intended use was to mark his mate, to make me his, to gift me his mating bite and send us into a fevered state of passion.

We couldn’t give into that. Not yet. Not until we got back home.

​But that didn’t stop him from teasing my neck with his fangs. I could sense through the bond his intense desire to latch onto me, and give me his mark. It was a primal need, a yearning that went beyond logic.

​I opened my mouth to speak, but all my words left me as he worked my clit even harder with his talented fingers.

​“I won’t bite you,” he promised. “I know we can’t give into the mating fever yet.”

​The decision was logical, but it didn’t stop the whine that escaped my lips. I wanted more. I wanted it all.

​Kieran laughed as he sensed my disappointment. “I promise you. The moment we step foot in Nocturia I will whisk you away to a cabin and make you mine again and again and again.”

​I didn’t have the strength to speak as he worked me so expertly with his fingers. So I nodded and moaned and yearned for tomorrow to come.

​Warmth pooled in my core as an orgasm bubbled up within me. I was close, so very close.

​Kieran tipped his head and licked my nipples until they were taught with need. Each touch traveled straight to my core like a pleasant electric shock building up to one explosion.

​He licked and fingered, and ground against me until my legs trembled and my breath came in short pants.

​“May I enter you now,” he requested my permission and I enthusiastically nodded my head. I wanted him inside me so badly. I wanted to seal this bond between us, solidify it so nothing could tear us apart.

​“I will enter you,” he purred, his eyes filled with desire. “and you will squeeze me tight when you come, and we will be joined forever.”

​His words sent another flood of arousal through me and my need for him only grew. I needed him more than I’d needed anything before.

​“Please Kieran, now,” I begged, and that was the last cohesive thought I had as I felt his cock press at my entrance and gently glide into my slick channel.

​He was no sooner seated inside me than I came apart. Waves of pleasure flooded through me. My sex clenched and unclenched over and over again as Kieran pumped into me like a man on fire.

​His roar was the only thing that cut through my haze of bliss. Fabric tore next to my head as his claws ripped the sheets on the bed.

​As we came together an intense light shown between us. It was our mate bond glowing bright. I nearly laughed as I remembered how once I thought the dull glow I’d shared with Elio was a mate bond. That’s what he’d told me, and I had no reason not to believe him.

​But this, this thing I shared with Kieran was bright. It was real. I was surrounded by Kieran’s yellow and as I looked down the neon purple bond that connected us, I could see he was surrounded by my green. I was a field of grass and he was the daffodils that brightened my day. Together we were something beautiful. We were mates, we were the essence of love, we were eternal, unyielding and unending. I tried and failed to see where I ended and he began. We were one. Our bond had been forged. It had been made and no one could unmake it. Nothing could come between us. Not time, age, distance, magic, or sword. Nothing. We were together now and forever.

​I laid there panting as Kieran slipped out of me and collapsed onto the bed. I bit back the whine that threatened to escape me. We had mated but my need for him had not yet been satiated.

​He propped his head up on his elbow and met my gaze with a burning desire of his own. We did not speak. We did not need to. I could feel everything he felt as clear as day just as he could feel my emotions as well. Longing and desire burned through us both.

​He lowered himself on the bed until his face was level with my cunt. He tasted me and groaned as if I were his favorite treat. Kieran licked and teased my clit with his tongue until I came again and again. It wasn’t until I was on the precipice of coming a third time that he finally lifted his head and entered me again.

​He groaned with pleasure above me and gripped the sheets until his knuckles turned a pale brown. He gritted his teeth against the pleasure of being inside me, and I nearly preened at how good I could make my mate feel.

​“I will last longer this time,” he said more to himself than to me. I didn’t mind. We had four hundred years to work on his stamina and I would thoroughly enjoy every second of it.

​He caged me in with his arms and grazed my neck with his fangs. The desire to mark me was still strong but he tamped it down.

​My mate was long and thick and filled me to the point of bursting. I’d never felt so filled in my life and I knew no one would ever be able to fill me in the same way again. Only a true mate could bring me this much pleasure.

​Each movement of Kieran’s hips sent me closer to the edge. My channel fluttered around his thick cock and he inhaled a sharp breath.

​Kieran wrapped his hand around the back of my neck and rested his forehead against mine. Then he slowly moved in and out of me doing his best to make this moment last.

​We looked into the depths of each other’s souls as pleasure rippled through us. Our breaths came short, sweat dripped down my back and his brow as our bodies worked in tandem toward a shared goal of release.

The moment felt magical, other worldly even, as he drew back until he was almost completely out of me, then pushed back in slowly so I could linger in every sensation. The sounds that came out of my mouth were unintelligible and I wondered if I’d ever be able to speak again, or would the feeling of him be forever etched in my mind, always hovering at the edges, always beckoning for me to reach out and beg him to fill me again.

Kieran’s restraint faltered and his need for release took over all forms of thought. His hips snapped forward, quickening in pace over and over again. Each of those slow sensations from before blurred together in a melody of pleasure. I was the instrument, he was the composer, and together our bodies made a song that only we would hear.

His thrusts grew more rapid and he moved his hand to my cunt. Then tipped me over the edge as his thumb brushed over my clit in a gentle caress.

We tumbled over the cliff together. It was no longer gravity that held me to this world but Kieran himself. I was lost in a haze of pleasure as my sex squeezed and spasmed and Kieran roared his release. He flooded me with his spend until I could feel it dripping down my thighs.
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Under The Mountain 
















He collapsed on to the bed, careful not to crush me, and sighed. “I could spend an eternity inside of you and not be satisfied.”

In an almost unconscious movement he ran his nose up and down my neck before letting his fangs graze my skin again.

“May the goddess bless our mission so I can bring you back here and feel your warmth surround me again.”

He tucked my hair behind my cheek and slowly slid out of me again, but he didn’t go far before he scooped me into his arms and held me close with my back  pressed against his chest.

The sun had begun to set, signalling that it wouldn’t be long before we had to leave for the mountain. It warmed my heart to think we'd do this mission as bonded mates, but fear filled me as well as I wondered what danger we might find in the depths of Mt. Sagespire.

​Kieran tightened his arms around me and whispered into my ear. “I will keep you safe. No harm will befall my mate.”

​I turned to face him and tucked a lock of hair behind his ear. He looked content and his soul was more at peace than I’d ever felt from him before.

​The metal feather pendant felt warm against my chest, and I cupped it in my hand.

​Kieran grabbed the mating feather I’d given him from the edge of the bed and tied it in his hair.

​“The rest of the world cannot see mate bonds like we do, so I will wear your feather proudly for all to see.”

​I tilted my head up to kiss him. I didn’t have the words to express how happy he made me, but I could show him in a kiss. His lips descended on mine and I teased the seam of his mouth with my tongue. He opened for me with a moan and the passion burning between us flared to life once again.

​Kieran turned me around so my back was once again pressed to his chest. Then he lifted my leg to rest on his thigh, giving him complete access to my sex.

​“May we unite again? My need to be inside you…” his words cut off in a groan as he moved his cock up and down against my backside. “I cannot think. I can hardly breathe,” he confessed.

​I liked this side of him. I liked to see this strong man brought down to his knees as he begged to enter me.

​I gave him a moan of encouragement and his fingers trailed down to my clit where he rubbed gentle circles around my sensitive flesh until I trembled.

​If my leg had not been resting upon his thigh, I doubt I’d have the strength to hold it up as he toyed with my sensitive flesh. Warmth pooled in my belly and I squirmed against his hard cock that held such promise. I knew what he felt like inside of me now, and I longed to feel him stretching me again.

​“Yes, please, now!” I begged.

​Kieran’s groan rumbled through me as he notched his cock at my entrance and slid inside me with one quick thrust.

​His fingers clutched my side and he inhaled deeply over and over again in an attempt to regain some of control.

​Then he slowly pulled out of me, teasing out every ounce of pleasure that he could, before slowly sliding back inside me.

He kept up this slow rhythm of torturous pleasure until the sun began to set behind the mountain.

In and out over and over again, lifting me to the edge of pleasure then bringing me back down again. Each thrust sent new waves sensation rippling through every nerve and vein.

My world focused in on that one point of contact, that one movement, in and out, in and out. Nothing else existed, nothing else mattered.

Kieran’s groans were growing louder, more wild, less contained, my own voice was growing horse from all the moans and whimpers that had escaped my lips.

I wanted to stay forever this way, forever on the edge of bliss, forever connected to the one I loved most. But neither of us could hold out any longer.

Kieran’s slow languid thrusts turned to something more desperate as he shuttled inside me at a glorious pace. His fingers found my nipple and his other hand worked my clit until my back was bowed and my mouth hung open on a silent cry of pleasure.

I was locked in place, frozen in time as my release found me yet again. I came and came hard. Spasms of pleasure rippled through me. Kieran was not far behind as he welcomed his own release with a roar.

When the quakes of pleasure finally subsided, I let my body rest next to his, and he pushed my hair off my forehead and kissed me gently.

I had four hundred more years of this to look forward to. Four hundred years of mated bliss.

​However, the joy in my heart quickly faded as I noticed the sun continuing to set behind the mountain.

​“How much time do we have left?”

​Kieran looked out the window as well and frowned. “We have enough time to shower and eat and then we will have to gather the others and head out.”

​I nodded. Getting dressed and leaving this bed was the last thing I wanted to do, but we needed to get through this if we wanted to have the upper hand against the queen.

​I sat up, but Kieran pulled me back down again. “Maybe we have more time than I thought,” he purred in my ear.

​“Do we? Or is that wishful thinking?” I teased.

​Kieran sighed and released me from his grasp. “Mark my words, I will have you moaning again in this bed in a matter of hours.”

​I gave him a delighted smile over my shoulder as I pulled my pants on. “I can’t wait.”

​Kieran struggled to pull his pants up over his still hard cock, but he somehow managed it.

​After we showered we found Mara and Atreis sparring in the courtyard. Arannis was sitting outside watching them and waved to us as we approached.

​“Any word on who may have visited Jinarian territory recently?” Kieran asked.

​“None,” his advisor shook his head. “I’ve asked everyone-”

​Arannis cut himself off as he sensed the wellspring of joy overflowing from Kieran and I. Then his eyes grew wide as he saw the feather pendant around my neck and the mating feather tied to a lock of Kieran’s hair.

​His shock was replaced with a broad smile. “Congratulations you two. May your union be as unending as the joy flowing from your hearts.”

​“Union?” Mara looked over at us then sheathed her axe on her belt.

​Atreis followed behind her as she marched up to us with a curious expression on her face.

​“Ha! It’s about time!” she declared the moment she saw the proud display of our mating feathers.

​Mara pulled me in for a tight embrace and I hugged her back just as tight.

​“Congratulations, your majesty’s,” Atreis smiled then looked to the west where Nocturia lay. He was thinking of Zarielle, no doubt. Wondering if there would come a day where she’d accept their mate bond as well.

​Arannis cleared his throat and continued his report. “As I said before, I asked everyone including some old friends of mine, and no one has seen the queen or any Seraphyne whatsoever enter this territory.”

​“That could be good right?” Mara asked. “Maybe they aren’t working with the queen after all.”

​“Maybe,” Kieran nodded his head. “I know I’d certainly prefer that over the alternative.”

​“Unfortunately, it seems that the answers we seek lie hidden in that mountain,” Arannis commented as he turned his attention to Mt. Sagespire.

​Kieran nodded his head with a frow. “We should go to dinner. It’ll be good for us to be seen publicly. Less questions for later if they suspect someone trespassed in places the council doesn’t want anyone to be.”

​“Good idea,” Arannis sighed. “I don’t know how I’m going to explain your presence in the mountain if you get caught.”

​“Maybe you better work on a story for us just in case,” Kieran suggested, looking nervous for the first time since this mission was discussed.

​“I’ll do that,” the tall, black-haired elf smiled.

​We ate dinner in the shared dining hall that housed many Jinarians as well as the visiting royals, and in order to be noticed, we spoke loudly and laughed too hard at each other’s jokes. Annoyed glances from all around the room came our way, marking our plan as a success, and once a few people started to file out, we left too.

​“This way,” Atreis led our team. Arannis had shown him how to get to the hidden goat path that led into the mountain.

​Kieran shielded us with his shadows as we walked around a group of guards.

​Walking along the bottom of the mountain made me feel very small. This was not like my mountain. The mountain I had climbed had been smaller, more forgiving. This was tall beyond reason. Its peak reached high into the clouds, disappearing into the night, much like I’d hoped we would too.

Mara walked ahead of us after she spotted a small entrance. She walked in a few meters then back out.

​“This is the entrance Arannis told us about,” she confirmed and this time we followed her as she walked back into Mt. Sagespire.

​Once inside, the cavern opened up to a taller, wider passage. The air was cold and stale and the walls felt damp to the touch, but I used them nonetheless to guide me down the narrow walkway. We didn’t use any light. Not yet. If there were any soldiers nearby we’d be spotted immediately and escorted back outside. So we walked in darkness until we heard voices below us in a cavern we hadn’t reached yet.

​“No one is allowed in. Do you understand me?” It was High Council Member Morath.

​“Yes, sir.” The soldier responded.

​“Only Jinarians can be allowed past this point, everyone except for that traitor Arannis.”

​He spat out our advisor's name as if it burned his mouth to say it.

​The High Council member’s warning gave me hope that we were in the right place. Why guard a mountain that had no secrets?

Once we’d gotten far enough, Mara lit a small torch to help us find our way. We descended further and further into the deep. Some caverns were wide and some so narrow I had to turn to my side to squeeze through.

Kieran would often lend me a hand and help pull me through tight spaces. His touch was reassuring, making me feel as if everything would be alright.              

​We walked and crawled for what felt like another hour, when Mara suddenly stopped.

​“What is it?” Kieran asked.

​“This cavern is filled with mining equipment.” Mara whispered back to us.

​“Is there anyone in there?” Atreis asked.

​“Not that I can see,” she replied.

​“Then let’s head in,” Kieran commanded and that’s what we did.

​We walked out of the narrow passageway into a large room lined with rows and rows of crates.

​Kieran strode to the nearest crate and opened the lid.

​“Mind stones,” he frowned as he held up a large green stone that resembled an emerald.

​“What are mind stones?”

​“They enhance the emotional powers of a Jinarian,” Kieran replied as he put the green gem back into the crate. “They cast off the practice of using them long ago in the name of peace.”

​“It enhances their ability to sense the emotions of others? What’s so wrong with that?” I asked.

​“With the mind stones they don’t just sense emotions, they project them.” Atreis supplied.

​“They might not have the power to create a sword made of light, but they did have the power to throw an entire army into chaos as they filled their hearts with fear,” Kieran explained.

​That sounded terrifying, and I suddenly found myself very relieved that the practice of using mind stones ended long ago.

​“I don’t think the obsidian stone is here,” Mara remarked as she looked around the cavern we were in. “This is a dead end and I don’t think the mountain goes any deeper.”

​She turned to us with a grim expression. “They aren’t guarding the voidweaver, they’re guarding these stones.”

​“They’re preparing for a battle,” Kieran deduced.

​“So are we,” Atreis remarked. “The question is, are they preparing to defeat the queen or join her?”

​I had a feeling I knew the answer to that question, and so did everyone else in this room.

​“We need to get out of here,” Kieran commanded and held out his hand as he walked toward me.

​“I think it’s too late for that,” Council member Vogan stepped out from behind a set of crates along with fifteen guards.

​Kieran took a protective stance in front of me and my crystal vibrated in my pocket.

​“Now what would drive the young king all the way down into my mountain?” The older Jinarian with long white hair and severe features asked.

​“I wanted to see why you were guarding the Sagespire, and I’m glad I did. These crystals were banned long ago by your own people.”

​“Do not quote my own history to me boy,” the older male hissed. “We didn’t make this decision lightly.”

​“And what decision was that?” Kieran asked.

​“To join the queen of course,” his scratchy voice rumbled through the cavern as he proclaimed what we’d suspected.

​“Why?” Kieran asked.

​“Why not? We are the farthest kingdom from her. She will have to defeat all of you before she gets to us. So we thought we’d play nice until she turned on us, and then we’d be ready for her.”

​“Why not just join the other kingdoms?”

​“A fox does not join a losing battle,” he hissed.

​“You are not the fox here,” Kieran corrected. “You are a rat, running scared and lacking courage.”

​“We’ll see who's the fox and who’s the rat when we’re done here. I promised to deliver the rulers of the three kingdoms to the queen, and I plan to keep my word.”

​The Council Member looked to his soldiers. “Seize them,” he commanded.

The cavern was suddenly flooded with Jinarian soldiers in black and red armor. They carried swords with hilts decorated with green mind stones.

Fear raced through me like a stampede and I did my best to push it aside. “Hold fast to your training and your courage,” Kieran commanded. “Don’t let them play tricks on your mind.”

“Kieran,” I grabbed his hand again. “Let’s work together. Like you showed me in the garden.”

He gave me a quick nod and I gathered all my power within myself and pushed it like a wave into my mate. Our newly forged bond made it that much easier to share our strength, and I was happy for that.

A long broadsword appeared in Kieran’s right hand and a shield in my own. Kieran let go of my hand to wield the sword against the advancing soldiers. I imagined my shield being covered in long spikes to be used as much as a weapon as it was for defense.

They might outnumber us, but they would not bring us down.

Mara launched herself with a battle cry onto the soldier ahead of her. The bronze axe she carried came away red with blood.

Atreis called forth his light, the ancient power that had been passed down from king to son for generations. An orb as bright as the sun formed in his hands and all the advancing Jinarians halted in their steps.

“The Light Bringer,” Vogan grimaced as he took in the sight of Atreis standing tall and strong like the son of a king.

“Let us go or I will turn these mind stones into ash.” Atreis threatened as he held his orb of light over one of the crates.

Vogan swallowed hard, and for the first time he looked like he was out of options and didn’t know what to do next, but then another familiar face stepped out of the shadows. Morath. He nodded to someone behind me and a sinking feeling filled my gut as a cold hand wrapped around my neck.

Kieran turned to me with wide eyes. A cloth was placed over my nose and mouth and an acrid scent filled my nostrils.

I suddenly felt weak and dizzy and hardly had the strength to stand.

Kieran’s mouth moved but I couldn’t hear him. The last thing I saw as the Jinarian’s advanced on my mate was my power crystal slipping from my fingers as the last bit of my strength left me.
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A Royal Battle
















I remained in a hazy state between sleep and consciousness for many long moments. The rage I felt coming from my mate was clear as day though. It came in waves and threatened to drown us both.

Rough hands carried me through the darkness until I finally felt fresh cold air on my skin. We’d made it out of the mountain, but it wasn’t supposed to be like this. It should be Kieran carrying me back to our bed, not a soldier carrying me to his master.

I used what little strength I had to push the last of my power through the bond. It was a last ditch effort to give Kieran a fighting chance against our attackers. Then, when the last drop of power left me, I finally gave into unconsciousness  and the world turned black.

​The next time I opened my eyes, I found the gray light of dawn filtering through the window. I must not have been asleep long. The dawn was only an hour away when I was captured under the mountain.

I tried to stand to my full height and failed as a cold metal cuff on my wrist pulled me back down to the ground. For the third time in my life, I found myself in shackles connected to a cold stone wall.

This felt different though. Before I’d been a necessity, a need not just a want for my captors. For the Nocturians they had wanted me alive to question me and ask what had happened to their prince. Elio and Aria needed me alive long enough to drain my power from me, even then I wasn’t so sure they were prepared to kill me, the source of their hopes and power. But here…I had no idea what role the Jinarian’s wanted me to fulfill.

I reached into my pocket for my power crystal and found it empty and cursed under my breath. I thought I may have dreamed that I’d dropped it, but this nightmare was very real.

Footsteps sounded down the hall and I stilled.

“Good morning, sir,” A soldier just outside of my view greeted someone. “What are your orders?”

They continued walking until Morath came into view. He barely spared me half a glance before continuing down the hall.

“Keep her alive for now. Things are too unsettled at the moment to know how useful she may or may not be.”

Unsettled? What was going on out there?

I couldn’t stand to my full height, but I could stand tall enough to look out the small window.

My blood turned cold when I saw Kieran on his knees before the high council. All seven of them were there now that Morath was also walking toward this scene of betrayal. I wanted to wipe the smug expressions off their faces as they stared down their noses at my mate.

Anger coursed through me as I saw it wasn’t just Kieran on his knees but all the rulers including the guards they’d brought with them.

Beside Kieran were Mara and Atreis. Arannis stood off to the side, bound in chains much like mine. It looked like they had different plans for the King’s advisor.

Everyone else had their hands tied behind their backs and they didn’t allow anyone to sit close enough to each other for them to untie the knots.

On the other side of my mate were the Zarokai. Two guards sat to his left and their ruler next to them. One shook with anger while the other clenched his jaw in rage.

“What is the meaning of this?” The older Lunarkin queen questioned.

​She sat as close to the other queen, her mate, as they would allow. They were still in their sleeping clothes as was everyone else but the Zarokai and Kieran’s court. I doubted the Zarokai slept in anything but their fighting leathers outside of their own territory. They were a paranoid people and that paranoia had almost paid off. They had been dressed for battle, but somehow still got captured by the guards.

​“We would have liked to let you sleep through the night, but as it turns out, your Nocturian friends just couldn’t wait to spring our trap.”

​Everyone looked to Kieran who gritted his teeth and pulled against his restraints.

​“I don’t think King Osiris was being entirely honest when he called everyone here. Were you?” Councilmen Morath turned to my mate.

​“What were you trying to find in that mountain?”

​“We went looking for a traitor and that’s exactly what we found,” Kieran lied.

​“Bah!” Morath waved away Kieran’s reasoning as if he were swatting at a fly.

​“Does it matter?” Kieran hissed. “I am not the elf who has everyone tied up and on their knees.”

​“No,” Morath frowned. “I guess not.”

​“Enough games Morath. Let’s get on with it,” Vogan chastised.

​“Right,” Morath turned to his captives once again and steepled his fingers. “It seems obvious to us, that Nocturia will soon fall to the kingdom of light and once it does the Zarokai territory will be next. That leaves us in a precarious situation now, doesn’t it?”

​“You chose to side with the queen,” Mahina of the Silvervain Islands accused.

​“We did.” The wide smile that spread across his face told me he wasn’t at all sorry about his decision either.

​“She said if we delivered the rulers of the four kingdoms to her, that she’d leave Aetherion alone.”

​“And you believed her?” Mara asked, looking shocked.

​“Yes. Unlike you, we can detect when people are lying, and she was speaking the truth.”

​“What if she changes her mind?” The Zarokai ruler spoke up.

​“That’s what these are for,” Morath held up a green mind stone. “As King Osiris discovered earlier tonight, we’ve got a cavern full of them, one for each soldier. An army with the power to control emotions is a power not even the Queen of Luminaria can defeat.

​“How do you plan on controlling the emotions of her undead army?” Mara asked. We’d seen them in action. They do not think or feel. They simply act.

​“That’s enough!” Morath back-handed Mara and I pulled against my restraints. I wanted to be down there with them, with my mate. I might as well be a galaxy away with what little I could do to help them from all the way up here.

​“Vogan,” Morath called his co-counciler over. “Why don’t you demonstrate the power of the mind stone for this nonbeliever.”

​“Gladly,” the younger high council member smiled and moved to stand in front of one of the Zarokai guards.

​“Witness the power of the mind,” he spoke the words like a spell and held the crystal between him and the orc male.

​The Zarokai began to scream and throw himself onto the ground like a mad man.

​“Stop! Leave him alone!” Thrax pleaded, but Vogan did not stop. He focused even harder on his task of destruction.

​The guard cried out one final time before he collapsed to the ground lifeless and limp. Blue blood trickled from his ear and his brown eyes looked to the horizon, unseeing and empty.

​“No!” Their ruler cried out. He tried to scoot closer to his one remaining guard in a last ditch effort to protect his people, but Morath kicked him in the jaw to force him back in place.

​“We will not tolerate any resistance from any of you,” Vogan sneered. “Is that clear?”

​“I will never stop fighting you,” the guard gritted his teeth and in one swift move jumped to his feet and ran toward Vogan.

​The council member held up his mind stone and focused his power on the orc. The male fell backward as if he were hit with a physical blow. He screamed and begged for death, and Vogan gave it to him. The vile male concentrated even harder until the second orc male lay dead on the ground next to the first.

​“Anyone else wish to defy me? To defy any of us?” He gestured to the other six council members who stood behind him with their arms folded over their chests.

​“What about you Nocturian?” He leaned down and addressed Kieran face to face. “Perhaps I should kill you now and tell the queen you died in battle. I know if I don’t you’ll do all you can to get free.” The Jinarian glanced up at my window and continued. “As long as we hold her in our tower, you will fight to get back to your mate, won’t you?”

​Kieran growled low in his throat and I could feel the anger and fear coursing through him. It was a mirror of my own. I could not lose him, not now, not when we’d finally accepted our bond.

Vogan looked back at his co-rulers for their approval and they all nodded their heads. With a too-wide smile he positioned his mind crystal between himself and Kieran and I knew this was the end.

Kieran knew it too. He looked up at me and I could feel his sorrow that we’d never experience another sunrise together, we wouldn’t even get a chance to weather a storm.

Tears pricked my eyes as he tried to cover me in yellow. Images of daffodils flooded the bond. He was saying he loved me. He was saying goodbye.

There was a tug on our bond, a request. He wanted to feel my green one last time. He wanted to be the flowers to my field and brighten my day.

“No,” I growled through gritted teeth. This would not be our end. I might not have my power crystal with me, but Nocturians don’t draw their power from stones. They draw on each other, the connections that bind them, the community that supports them. Together they rise and they fall. Together we’d rise victorious again.

I used my portal magic to illuminate all the bonds I’d formed with the people gathered here today. The strong neon bond between Kieran and I, the gold thread that connected me to Mara and Mara to Atreis. The Light Bringer began to stir. His eyes opened as he came to.

I focused on Mara and the strength of will she held within her. I focused on Atreis and his control over the light, I concentrated on Kieran, my mate, the Lord of Darkness and called upon his power too.

I wove all these bonds together into one. I could do this. No one else here had the ability to hold the power of light and dark within themselves but me. I could do this. I had to do this.

I let go of myself, my will, my individuality and allowed the power of the Light Bringer and the Lord of Darkness to flow within me. At first it felt like drowning. I was being ripped apart and remade into something new. No, this wasn’t a new power. This was ancient. I felt it in my soul. Thousands of golden eyes bore down on me, witnessed me, witnessed this.

With a single thought I turned the sky from day to night. I was so powerful I wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t feel myself anymore. I was just a vessel.

I was all of the light and all of the darkness at once. I was two halves made whole. I was life and I was death. I was god. I had no beginning and no end.

Eternity stretched before me like a paved road. I saw all who came before me and all who would come after. I saw the death of friends and the birth of…of our daughter. She was beautiful. She had Kieran’s laugh and my eyes. I wanted that, and I would fight for it.

Vogan was not deterred by the sudden storm I’d brought down upon his kingdom. He stepped forward and held the crystal up again.

“Experience pain like you’ve never experienced it before,” he grinned, but before his power could grab hold of my mate, I struck him down with lightning.

If I were myself I would have smiled as his body twitched in pain. But I wasn’t myself and I wasn’t done yet.

I made the ropes that bound all of the rulers disappear in an instant and my own shackles fell to the floor.

Panic filled the eyes of the council members who remained and they each brought out their mind stones and tried to regain control of their hostages. Everyone fell to the ground in pain.

“No!” A voice cried out in the distance, but I could not tell if it was mine. I did not know myself anymore. All I knew was power and rage.

I became a shield between the high council and the others. The screaming stopped and everyone got back to their feet again.

The Zarokai ruler charged first. He had no sword or spear, only his fist and yet he charged ahead and struck down the first council member he could hit.

Mara was next. Her movements were swift and strong. She was born to fight as much as a fish was born to swim.

Kieran set his gaze on Morath who clutched his mind stone to his heart as if it were a shield. I could feel him trying to use it against my mate, but I wasn’t going to allow that.

As Kieran pulled a hidden dagger from his boot I concentrated on that mind stone and caused it to burst in Moraths hands. I should be satisfied, but I craved more, needed more. I concentrated on the other stones in the courtyard and felt an unnatural glee as I vanquished each and every one of them, but it still wasn’t enough.

I concentrated on all the mind stones everywhere, not just in this kingdom but in all the kingdoms. The stones themselves held their own power and they fought back, but I was stronger. I lost sight of the battle and concentrated all my power onto the stones. Never would another Jinarian threaten my mate again!

The world went dark as the mind stone’s power collected itself into me. Power could not be destroyed, only reshaped and remade. The power of the mind stones needed a new place to live. I offered it my amulet that I kept in my pant’s pocket during our mission. All the power from all the stones gathered there, and the weight of it felt heavy on my leg.

I looked out upon the battle and found the Jinarian army advancing on my mate. He needed his power if he were to survive this. I was quickly becoming an unworthy vessel as I grew distracted by my hunger for more.

I released the darkness back through the bond and a beautiful smile graced Kieran’s face as he felt his shadows enter him again.

I gave Atreis back his light and Mara her strength. As I released their power back to them, a bone-deep weakness filled me. My legs gave out from under me, but I could not lay down. I needed to witness this battle. I needed to watch my mate fight his way to safety. I held onto the ledge of the window and watched as thousands of Jinarians descended on the handful of people still gathered in the courtyard.

The council members were either dead or fleeing, but even still the threat remained. Mara stole a sword of a dead soldier and stood back to back with Atreis. Kieran stood near them and they became a fighting trio ready to take on the world.

The other rulers grabbed what weapons they could find and readied themselves for battle.

The odds didn’t look good. The entire Jinarian army seemed to be flooding into the courtyard and while these rulers were powerful beings, they weren’t strong enough to hold off an entire army.

As the soldiers surrounded them the rulers from the three kingdoms circled up, back to back. They would live together or die together, either way they weren’t going down without a fight.

The soldiers finally reached them and metal scraped against metal as they fought the onslaught.

Atreis couldn’t wield his Light Bringer power without putting down his sword and that would have left Mara vulnerable. Instead his eyes glowed white and he called lightning down which injured many Jinarian’s but not enough of them. There were just too many to fight.

Kieran’s sword started to look heavy in his hand and even Mara’s strength was beginning to wane as she fought off enemy after enemy. Hope was draining from the rulers as quickly as the sweat dripped from their brow. Soon exhaustion would take hold and all we’d worked for would be lost.

I took a deep breath and tried to stand without leaning against the wall, but my legs faltered. My strength was spent. There was nothing more that I could do.

I watched as Kieran lifted his blade to fight off yet another attacker, then his attention snapped up to the palace walls.

Black wings rose over the wall, hundreds of them. The Nocturian army had arrived with Zarielle as their leader. She was clad in fighting leathers and a helmet with wings on the side. She looked like a valkyrie, and she would no doubt fight like one too.

I could feel the relief and joy that flooded through Atreis in the lingering connection I had to the Light Bringer. The pride that rose in his chest upon seeing the female that held all of his affection was nearly overwhelming.

I gasped when I saw a pair of white wings ascend over the walls with the others.

Garrick. He was here. Seeing my old trainer and friend come to our aid brought more relief to my soul than I thought possible. I had no idea how he overcame his fear of leaving Farryn to join this fight, but I was glad he did.

Nocturian archers raised their bows and darkened the sky with their arrows. Jinarians fell left and right and many began to flee.

Zarielle landed next to Atreis and they fought side by side. One protecting the other in a violent dance of war.

Garrick landed next to Kieran and his bright broad sword sliced through the air landing lethal blows on anyone who would dare to take down the king.

Sobs of joy shook through me as the Jinarian army finally called for a retreat. Shouts rang out from the rulers and the Nocturian’s alike as our victory had finally been claimed.

Kieran clapped Garrick on the shoulder and then his gaze turned to me. Rage rippled through the bond as he caught sight of me trapped in their high tower.

He turned and ran toward the palace entrance and I finally let myself fall to the floor as I waited for my mate, my true mate to save me.

One of the council members who had escaped approached my prison cell out of breath. “Do not leave your post. You hear me! She’s the last bargaining chip we have left!”

“Should we try to move her?” The soldier questioned as shouts of terror could be heard echoing down the hallway.

Kieran had entered the palace and he was leaving a trail of death in his wake.

“Yes, we have to get out of here. Quickly!” The council member shouted as the guard fumbled through his keys to open my cell.

I scooted to the far wall. I would not go with them. I had very little strength left, but if I could just hold out a little bit longer, Kieran would be here.

“Her wings.” The council member’s throat worked as he tried to swallow the lump in his throat. “Were they like that before?”

“No, sir.” The soldier confirmed and I wondered what he could be referring to.

“Hurry up!” The ruler chastised and the soldier continued to fumble through the keys.

But the screams were getting louder. My mate was drawing near and their time was running out.

“Got it!” The young Jinarian shoved the key into the lock just as the door to the dungeon swung open.

“Step away from my mate,” the Lord of Darkness growled. The room grew heavy with his shadows, but I could still hear the Kieran’s as he prowled closer.

The key turned and the lock clicked open, but neither of my jailers got the chance to enter my cell. Kieran descended upon them like a beast. His golden eyes blazed against the darkness and he moved as swiftly as a lion in the night.

Blood curdling screams reached my ears and then…and then it was silent. My cell door creaked open and my mate cut through the darkness. Strong arms gathered me close to a solid chest that smelled of forest and spice.

“I’ve got you,” he whispered and let his shadows fall. A bone deep weariness was beginning to take hold, but before I succumbed to the deep slumber I saw Kieran’s eyes grow wide and a warm smile spread across his face.

“What is it?” I asked. My voice sounding more weary than I’d expected.

“See for yourself.” He shifted his locks of hair so the mating feather I’d given him was pushed to the front.

At first I didn’t understand. This feather was gold, not black.

“Why did you replace my feather?” 

“I didn’t,” he assured me. “You, my love, my field of green, you are the strongest elf in the entire realm, and now you’ve got the golden wings to prove it.”




Chapter 32

These Tired Bones













I drifted in and out of consciousness for a while after that. I remember being laid down on a bed and sipping small amounts of the most disgusting tea I’d ever tasted. Kieran remained at my side through all of it. I heard him speaking with the others about what had happened and his plans to draw up an official agreement between the three kingdoms. He sounded so busy, and I was surprised he stayed with me as much as he did, but I was happy he was here.

When I finally did regain consciousness it was Mara I found sitting at the end of my bed.

“You’re awake!” My young friend shouted right before she threw herself upon me.

“Oof!” I grunted but happily pulled Mara in for a hug.

“Sorry, I got a little carried away,” she pulled back with a laugh.

“That’s alright,” I assured her. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

I looked around the room and realized I’d never been in this place before. It was a large room filled with beds and a wood burning stove in the middle. Dried herbs hung from the rafters and shelves of tinctures lined the walls.

“Where am I?”

“You’re in the house of healing. Kieran asked me to stay with you while he attended the official signing of the pact between the Lunarkins, Zarokai, and Nocturians.” A proud smile shown on Mara’s face and I could tell she was pleased to  have played a role in forming this union.

“I’m glad you’re here,” I leaned back against the wall and smiled at my dearest friend.

Mara reached for my wing and let one of my golden feathers glide through her fingers. She didn’t comment on my transformation but there was a twinkle in her eye that told me she was proud of me.

“What did I miss?” I asked as I sat up.

“Oh nothing much,” she answered in a sarcastic tone. “Just the unification of the three kingdoms, the writing of an alliance agreement which is being signed as we speak, all of us getting back into training, and…” she hesitated before she admitted the final thing on her mind. “We got our first snow.”

So it had begun. Winter was finally here, and once the season was over, the queen would be upon us.

“Oh just all that?” I teased. “How long was I out?”

“Three days,” Mara pouted. “For a moment, no one was sure if you’d ever wake up again. Whatever you did, it nearly drained you of every ounce of life that you had.”

I recalled how powerful I’d felt when I held the essence of both light and dark within me. For a moment I’d become a god. I’d given the entirety of my being over to that power, and it had nearly killed me.

I remembered the thousand golden eyes staring down at me and had the unsettling feeling that the Seraphyne and Nocturian legends about their origins coming from the gods were not just stories but very real events that had happened long ago.

I leaned back with a sigh and pulled my blanket up to my shoulders. It was then that I noticed its color. It was a vibrant green quilt that reminded me of the one my grandmother had made for me as a child. I ran my fingers over the fabric and imagined I was back in her creaky old house that had brought me so much comfort as a child.

“I’m sorry it’s not exactly like the one in your memories.”

I snapped my head up to find my Kieran standing in the doorway. He looked so elegant in his black Nocturian formal wear. His hair was pulled back to highlight the golden crown on his head, which accented his high cheekbones, and soft lips as well. I wanted to feel his lips on mine. It’d been too long since we’d kissed, since I felt his skin on mine.

“I hoped it would bring you comfort even if it wasn’t exactly like the quilt your grandmother had made.”

“You carried me to safety, managed to get the other kingdoms to sign a treaty, and found a beautiful green quilt to bring me comfort and now you stand before me apologizing?” I teased. “My mate does not apologize for such things.”

A grin spread across his face and I felt his joy ripple through our bond as I called him mine.

“I’ll give you two a moment alone.” Mara hopped down from the bed and smiled at us both before departing.

“Thank you, friend.” Kieran bowed to my short Lunarkin friend and she beamed with pride.

As soon as she left he approached my bed and sat down beside me.

​“You’re looking well.” He graced my cheek with a gentle touch.

​“I’m feeling much better,” I admitted.

​“Good, you had us worried there. The healers weren’t sure if they could bring you back.”

​I could sense the pain in his soul as he relived the memory of almost losing me.

​“I’m here now,” I assured him. “You can’t get rid of me that easily,” I teased and his playful smile returned.

​“Good. I do not wish to get rid of you at all.” He placed a feather-light kiss on my lips as if he were afraid I’d break at the slightest touch. I sought to prove him wrong as I pulled down by his collar and gave him a real kiss that made him groan.

​His hands found their way onto my hips as he moved up the bed to deepen our kiss. I nipped his bottom lip which elicited another groan, but before our kiss could become more, Kieran pulled away.

​“I’m sorry my love but I cannot be trusted with even a kiss while you’re in your current state.”

​“My current state? I’m not dead,” I protested.

​“Yes, but you aren’t back to your full strength yet either,” he chided me as he tucked my hair behind my ear.

​“Besides, I’ll be the one that gets in trouble if one of the healers finds me devouring you as I wish I could.”

​“But you’re the king, surely the healers can’t be that intimidating,” I laughed.

​“You haven’t met them yet,” he frowned. “They take the art of healing very seriously.” For added effect he looked over his shoulder as if one were in the room with us waiting for their chance to pounce on Kieran like some formidable beast.

​“Stop teasing me-”

​“You’re highness,” someone cleared their throat from across the room.

​I looked over to find a woman wearing a plain white dress and a black apron filled with herbs. She carried a tray of food, and her head was shaved giving her the appearance of a monk. Standing next to her was the Lunarkin librarian. Selene looked eager to speak with the king.

​“If you wish to stay with your mate as she recovers, then you will have to help her eat.”

​“Yes, of course,” Kieran tipped his head in a slight bow as the healer handed him a tray containing bread, soup, and a spoon.

​“May I speak with you, your highness?” Selene asked.

​“Yes of course,” Kieran nodded.

​“Are they all like that?” I whispered as soon as the healer monk left the room and before the librarian could reach us.

​“Yes, they take a vow to devote themselves to the art of healing and spend years apprenticing to learn about healing herbs and how to make medicines.”

​“Fascinating,” I commented.

​“It’s terrifying is what it is,” Kieran pursed his lips as he looked over his shoulder to make sure the healer had truly left. “You better start eating before she gets back or she might command me to leave. I’ll refuse of course, but I’d rather avoid that confrontation if I can,” Kieran confessed.

​“Alright,” I laughed as I drank a spoonful of soup. It tasted like a fall harvest soup filled with blended vegetables and spices.

​“My apologies, King Osiris, but I heard that your mission did not produce the Voidweaver.”

​“That’s correct,” Kieran nodded as he turned his attention to the librarian. He eyed her curiously as if surprised she already knew the outcome of our mission.

​“Oh don’t give me that look,” the librarian laughed. “A Lunarkin can sense these things. We have a knack for knowing if a forbidden stone is nearby. You may have been blessed with darkness and shadows, but the moon goddess blessed us with secrecy. We know how to hide and how to keep things hidden.” Her eyes twinkled with mischief.

“What do your Lunarkin senses tell you about the true location of the stone?” Kieran asked. “It wasn’t in Mt. Sagespire.”

“I’ve checked the ancient legends over and over again,” Selene lamented. “But I can’t seem to find anything more than what I’ve already told you. But,” she held up a finger. “My collection here is incomplete. There is another who has the books I am missing, and she might have a better idea as to where to look for the stone.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Kei,” the short Lunarkin smiled.

“Kei? But she’s in Luminaria.”

Selene let out a disappointed sigh and nodded. “Yes, I know. She’s been out there too long if you ask me.”

“You know her?” I asked. Then I recalled how they had matching scars on their hands and wondered what circumstances led them to surviving a fire and then separating. One to end up here and the other trapped in the city of light.

“You could say that,” Selene smiled with a twinkle in her eye. “If you want to know where the stone is, you’ll need to ask her.”

“Damn,” Kieran cursed. “Another dead end.”

“So that’s it? We’re going to give up on finding the stone?” I asked, surprised he’d let go of this quest so quickly.

“Yes,” his tone was firm and his voice was resolute. “And don’t you get any ideas about going back there to get that information,” he warned.

“Good,” Selene nodded in agreement. “You shouldn’t be messing with that stone anyway. No one should. It was cast away for a reason, and should remain where it is, hidden away from everyone else.”

“It looks like you’re going to get your wish,” Kieran sighed.

“Then my job here is done. I wish you both well,” the librarian bowed and left.

​Kieran turned his attention back to me and frowned at my untouched soup. “Eat before I get in trouble.”

​“Oh right,” I laughed. “What have you been up to these past three days?” I asked between bites of my soup. “How did you get the other kingdoms to sign an alliance agreement with you?”

​“Oh that was easy,” he waved his hand in a dismissive gesture, but I remembered how skeptical the other kingdoms had been when we met with them just a few days ago.

​“After my army helped free us from the Jinarian stronghold, they were in our debt.” My mate leaned in closer with a wicked smile on his face and whispered, “besides they believe we harbor a goddess in our mist and they want to stay in her good graces.”

​“Me?” I pointed to myself in disbelief.

​“Yes, you,” Kieran laughed. “What you did out there was unlike anything anyone has ever done before. You combined the most powerful sources of light and dark into one. For a moment in time you became the most powerful being this world has ever seen and you have the golden wings to prove it.”

​He ran his fingers down the golden mating feather that he still had tied to a lock of hair.

​I picked up the feather pendant he had made for me and traced the delicate pattern with my finger. “Does the kingdom know? Have you made an announcement?”

​“They know,” he smiled. “I made an official degree this morning, and besides, a golden mating feather against my black hair has been hard to miss. Rumors of our mating bond reached my ears before I could even make a royal decree.”

​“Really?” I chuckled. In some ways, living as a royal had the same effect as living in a small town. For better or worse, everyone knew your business.

​“Yes, and thankfully everyone seems more than pleased.”

​“That’s good.”

​There was a time where it felt like I didn’t belong anywhere, but the longer I stayed in Nocturia, the more it felt like home.

​After finishing my soup, I began to feel drowsy again. I couldn’t stop the yawn that escaped me. Kieran furrowed his brows in worry and made quick work of tucking me back into bed.

​“I’ll let you sleep.” He kissed me on the forehead and gave me a half smile before leaving the house of healing. He didn’t want to go. I could see that much, but as I struggled to keep my eyes open, I agreed that it was for the best that he let me get back to sleep.

​The next time I woke I found a tray of holding eggs and toast next to my bed. The delicate light of the morning sky illuminated the room in a soft haze.

​A wide yawn escaped me, but thankfully I felt much more energized today than I had before. Slowly, I swung my feet over the bed and then dangled them dangle for a moment before testing their strength. I eased myself off the bed and proudly stood on my own two feet not feeling weak at all.

​“This is good,” I said to no one but myself. Then I nervously looked around the room just to make sure there were no healers around. The morning sun was beckoning me forward and I was itching to go outside.

​I swung the door open and breathed in the crisp winter air. Light reflected off a fresh coat of snow and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the brightness of it.

I pulled my robe tight around me but didn’t shy away from the cold winter air. Fall was my favorite season but winter was close behind. I loved the sound the snow made as it crunched under my boots, and the cold didn’t bother me as long as I had a good winter coat. Today, however, I only had a robe and some slippers.

I looked around the room again and found someone had folded a dress of mine neatly on the shelf near my bed. I quickly changed and looked around for a coat and some boots. Unfortunately, none were to be found.

I should wait for someone to come check on me so I could ask for the right gear to walk through the snow, but I didn’t want to risk one of the healers refusing to let me leave, not when I was so tired of being in this room already.

So I threw my robe back on over my fresh clothes and trudged through the inch of fresh fallen snow in my slippers.

It wasn’t too far of a walk from the house of healing to the castle but even so, my feet were already starting to grow cold. I was nearly halfway there when I ran into a tall Nocturian woman who had been walking with her nose in a book.

“Oof!” She grunted as we collided on the cobblestone path.

“I’m so sorry-” she cut herself off as she took in my appearance.

“What are you doing out here?” Zarielle, the princess of Nocturia, of all people had nearly run me over while trying to walk and read at the same time.

“And what are you doing without boots on?” the proud future queen huffed in irritation.

“What are you doing walking around with your face in a book?” I shot back.

“I-” she looked around as if she were being hunted then pulled me to her side and made me walk with her.

“I asked you first,” she grumbled.

“Are you hiding from someone?” Zarielle was not one to hide from anyone or anything, but her behavior clearly indicated that she was doing just that.

“Of course not,” she curtly replied as she held up her book so it covered her face.

“Zarielle, who are you hiding from? Is the kingdom in danger?” If so, why hadn’t anyone told me? Was the queen here? Had Farryn been wrong in her prediction?

“The kingdom isn’t in any danger,” she assured me as she peeked over her book.

“I’m…I just…I’m not ready to talk to him yet,” she finally admitted.

“Talk to who?”

I leaned back and glanced around at the people nearby and found Atreis with his arms crossed and a frown on his face as he watched Zarielle’s sad attempt to avoid him.

I stopped walking which made the princess stop as well. “This isn’t about Atreis is it?”

What had I missed while I was out?

“No,” she pouted.

“Then why is he sitting there staring at you like a wounded puppy?”

“He is?” She peeked over her book then quickly hid her face again.

“Damn him. Why does he have to do that?”

“Do what?”

“Look at me like that.”

“Zarielle, what is this all about?” I asked with a sigh.

“He is the son of my mortal enemy, you know? Am I just supposed to trust him?”

I took a step back and crossed my arms in the most judgemental posture I could muster. “The queen is your enemy and he isn’t even related to her. In fact, she, more than anyone, would love to see him dead.”

I eyed her once again and could see her carefully constructed walls were beginning to crumble.

“Come on, Zarielle. Spit it out.”

“I don’t have anything in my mouth,” she replied and I pinched the bridge of my nose and asked whatever gods existed in this realm for patience.

“It’s a human phrase, it means tell me what’s really bothering you.”

She hesitated for a long moment before she confessed, “I lost everyone,” her voice was low as a whisper and her eyes were filled with tears.

“My mother, my father, and for many years I thought I’d lost Kieran too. I can’t lose anyone else.” She pulled the book down from her face and looked away as she wiped away a tear.

“If I get close to Atreis, if I give into the bond that I know we have, then I’ll just end up losing him too.”

Zarielle looked up and met my gaze with the most vulnerability I’d ever seen on her face.

“Losing my parents nearly killed me. How am I supposed to survive losing a mate?”

“You won’t lose me,” Atreis’s deep voice resonated from behind us. We both turned and found him with tear-stained cheeks that matched Zarielle’s.

“I am the Light Bringer. I-”

“And my father was the Lord of Darkness,” Zarielle interrupted. “What good did all that strength and power do for him?”

The princess took a step toward Atreis and stabbed a finger into his chest. “You might be willing to risk that kind of heartbreak, but I am not.”

She began to pull away when Atreis caught her wrist and pulled her closer.

“You are not the only one who has experienced loss. I had to watch as five members of the Queen’s Guard came into my home and killed my mother in front of me. The king’s body wasn’t even cold yet when she gave the order to have his mistress killed.”

“Then you understand my hesitation,” Zarielle replied.

“No,” Atreis growled. “I am grateful to have experienced my mother’s love even if it was only for a short time.”

“You’re impossible!” Zarielle exclaimed as she wrenched herself free from Atreis’s grasp.

She began to walk away when he shouted, “Is it her death you want? If I bring you her head on a platter will you accept me then?”

The princess stood frozen as if his words had sliced through her. She turned to face her would-be mate with an angry expression on her face. “That’s not what I want.”

“Please, I beg you,” Atreis replied. “Tell me what you desire and you shall have it.”

A mixture of pain, rage and desire filled her face. “I want you to live. I want you to be safe.”

“Live? How am I supposed to live if you will not accept our bond? To be without you is to be without color and scent. I may be able to see but the world is full of gray. I may be able to breathe but what’s the point if I cannot smell your honeysuckle scent that makes my mouth water? That is not living, Zarielle. That is dying slowly. I would rather have one day with you as my mate than a thousand days of safety. Please,” he held out his hand. “Let me be yours.”

“I’m sorry,” Zarielle’s words were barely above a whisper. Tears streamed down her face as kept walking down the path.

Atreis growled and walked the other way leaving me alone again in the cold. My heart was heavy for them. They both wanted love, but Zarielle was so afraid to lose yet another person she held dear. I could understand her hesitation, but I did hope she’d find a way to push past it. Love was worth the risk.

A cold wind blew against my face and I decided it would be best if I kept walking as well. As I put one foot in front of the other I thought about my own mate and how lucky I was to have found him. I felt him through our bond and was surprised to find he was riddled with anxiety. What had made him feel this way?

I stopped walking and began to visualize our bedroom. If I could make a portal directly there, maybe I’d find him in our bed. It was still early in the morning. Perhaps he was just having a nightmare. I pictured our room and the stone floor covered with soft rugs. I pictured Kieran’s black comforter and how peaceful my mate looked whenever he slept.

An oval door made of purple light began to appear in my mind. I let the power flow through me instead of trying to harness it. To my surprise it worked. The door was still there when I opened my eyes, but it wasn’t fully formed. The image of the room was hazy at best, but this portal door was an undeniable step forward in my magic even if it wasn’t perfect, it was much more substantial than anything I’d ever made before.

I slid my hand through the portal but as soon as I did the door vanished into smoke.  Another disappointing attempt, but Kieran did say that portal magic takes time to grow.

Kieran…he’d grown even more anxious. Something was wrong. I continued to walk toward the castle. If he wasn’t there someone might know where he went. His anxiety only continued to grow so I decided to run, which turned out to be a horrible idea. My slippers had no traction and soon I found myself slipping on the slick cobblestone path.

“Lavonna!” Kieran’s voice met my ears a moment before he caught me. I should have known he’d never let me fall.

“I was so worried,” he began as he checked me over. “I went to the house of healing, and when I saw you weren’t there…”

He pulled me to his chest and held me in his arms. “I thought I’d lost you again,” he whispered. His voice trembled.

“I’m here, my love,” I assured him. “But I did make the mistake of trekking out here in only my slippers.”

He looked down at my feet and frowned. “I’d better get you inside then.”

He opened a portal as easily as he took in air, and carried me in his arms through the door into our room.

“You’re freezing,” his frown deepened with this new discovery. He covered me in blankets then started a fire in the fireplace.

“I know. I just couldn’t stay in there any longer,” I sighed. “And I’m feeling much better today. I’m not tired at all actually.”

Kieran looked over his shoulder at me with a dubious expression. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

“Will you now? What do you plan to do? Make me run laps around the kingdom until I admit defeat?”

The king rose to his feet and stalked toward me with a predatory gaze. I swallowed hard as I felt a new rush of lust course though the bond. Light glinted off his fangs that had elongated to double their length since he started walking toward the bed.

“I had much more pleasurable things in mind,” he purred as he got onto his knees before me. “But…”

He looked up and met my gaze and I found the desire I felt in my heart was reflected in his eyes. I wanted him and he wanted me…badly. This desire was immeasurable and bone deep.

“The temptation to mark you as mine is too strong,” he sighed. He touched his right fang. “These throb every time I think of you. I dream of hearing you cry out my name as I fill you with both my seed and my venom.”

“Is that how it works?” My voice came out breathy, much more than I had intended. “You bite me while you climax?”

“Mmm hmm,” he nodded as he leaned in for a kiss. I met his lips with my own and wrapped my arms around him.

“I bite you when you climax, but I’m hoping we’ll both find our release at the same time.”

“That sounds nice,” I agreed.

“I stocked our cabin,” he said between kisses. “It’s ready. As soon as you’re feeling up to it I’ll portal you directly there.”

“I feel pretty ready right now,” and I meant it. Nothing sounded better than being locked away in a cabin for the next two weeks with Kieran as we endured a mating fever. But Kieran shook his head and stood.

“The mating fever puts a lot of strain on the body. I won’t jeopardize your health. But…” a wicked gleam twinkled in his eye. “If you’re feeling even better tomorrow…there might be a chance I’ll concede to your wishes.”

“Concede to my wishes?” I rolled my eyes. He was so full of shit. He wanted this just as much as I did.

“But for now, I’d be happy to show the progress we’ve made in training if you’re up for it.”

“I’d love that!” I perked up immediately. Doing anything other than laying in bed sounded extraordinary.

“Can we grab some breakfast along the way?”

“Of course. I hear there’s a skilled pastry chef that works here,” Kieran teased.

“Yes, I know. You keep him busy day and night with your jelly pastry orders,” I laughed.

“I do not,” Kieran looked genuinely offended. “Do you really think I’m overworking him?”

“No,” I laughed again. “But I wouldn’t be surprised to find that you have a chef in your kitchen whose entire job is to just make your pastries.”

The tips of Kieran’s ears turned a dark brown as he blushed. “I need to make sure he’s not being overworked.”

After I’d gotten some boots on and a heavy winter coat, Kieran opened a portal to the kitchen where we found a fresh tray of pastries and fruit. We both grabbed some and Kieran insisted on leaving a note for the pastry chef to take the rest of the day off.

“Now this is what I wanted to show you.” Kieran and I walked onto the field where his squad was training and I was amazed at the progress they’d made.

The soldier's agility had improved immensely. They dodged every attack and made it past every obstacle in the gantlet. They moved like water through the maze, smooth and swift.

“They’re amazing,” I breathed and hope filled my heart that they all might make it out alive.

“What about you?” I looked up at my mate. “Have your skills improved as well?”

“Let’s find out,” he grinned.

Kieran took off his coat and hung it over a tree branch then approached the entrance to the gantlet. He took a deep breath and then he was off.

The soldiers stopped their own training to watch their King, and he did not disappoint. He moved as gracefully as the other’s had, but without the added weight of a pair of wings his movements were even swifter than the rest.

Logs swung on strings from side to side and he artfully dodged them all. When he entered the second phase where elves flew overhead with blow darts filled with a paralyzing agent, he ran side to side and avoided those as well.

His movements were fluid and full of grace and I found myself wishing that I could watch him all day.

He made it past the second phase and began his climb up the poll that represented the mountain that he’d have to climb. He did well and made his way to the top in record time. The bell rang out across the field as Kieran pulled on the rope to indicate his victory. The soldiers clapped and cheered for their king and hope filled their eyes that they too might find victory on this dangerous journey.

I clung to that hope as well, that they all might survive. I didn’t want to see a single one of them lost to the Valley of Death. Nightmares of my experience in that dark place would haunt me forever, but it didn’t have to haunt them. They would never know what it sounded like when a bone breaks under the cold hands of an angry spirit. They wouldn’t know how loud the thud of a dead body could be as it echoed off the walls of an enclosed space.

Kieran walked toward me with a smug smile on his face and his thick locks of hair blowing behind him in the wind.

“What do you think? Did I do alright?”

“I don’t know,” I pretended to be coy. “I think you could have done a bit better.”

“Better, huh?” He smiled. “I’ll show you better,” He lifted me off my feet and threw me over his shoulder.

“Where are you taking me?”

“The climbing wall. We’re going to race.”

“What? But I haven’t done any rock climbing in months.”

He patted my behind, “you’re not going to climb. You’re going to fly.”

“Oh…I’m going to fly and you’re going to climb.”

“Exactly, and then you’re going back to bed.”

“Ugh, fine,” I pouted but he probably had a point. I shouldn’t tire myself out too much on my first day away from the house of healing.

He marched us over to a nearby cliff wall and set me down.

“Are you up for this?” He asked as he readied himself for a climb. “You can rest if you need to.”

“I’m not made of glass,” I reminded him. “Besides, I'm feeling much better today.”

I held up my chin in defiance and stood ready to fly.

“Aright,” Kieran smiled. “Let’s do this. Three, two, one, go!”

He was off before I could get in a single beat of my wings. I remembered what he had taught me and used all my back muscles to get as much power as I could for my upward trajectory.

I beat my wings again and again until I was rising into the air. Kieran was fast, but he wasn’t as fast as a pair of wings. He was almost all the way up to the top but I was determined to beat him in this race.

I flew as quickly as I could and marveled at the feeling of being lifted off the ground under my own power.

Soon we were racing side by side. Sweat creased his brow and he smiled as I caught up to him. It wasn’t much further to the top. I beat my wings even harder, but Kieran picked up his pace as well. We were neck in neck, perfectly matched.

The ledge was only a few feet away now. A golden light from the midday sun cast a warm glow on the stones. Never had a path to victory been made so clear. Even if I lost I won. All that mattered was that Kieran would survive. He would get his power crystal and come back to me.

We climbed higher and higher until finally, the tips of my wings rose above the ledge at the same time that his fingers touched the top of the stone wall. We’d both won, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

Kieran pulled himself up and laid on his back as he caught his breath. This had been much different from the last time we found ourselves on top of a mountain after such a climb. We’d both been worn out like we were now, but there was no danger here. No evil queen to keep us apart. No spoiled son to abandon me to my own death. Here we were safe, and despite my strong desire to keep us this way, I reminded myself that I was mated to a king. Danger would always follow us. I just hoped our luck would hold out and we’d always find the strength to outrun it. 




Chapter 33
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​Just as he promised, Kieran tucked me into bed shortly after we returned to our room.

​“I won’t be gone long,” he whispered with a kiss. “I just have a few more things to do.”

​“Alright,” I nodded, then closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.

​The warmth of his strong arms surrounding me stirred me from my dreams when he finally came to bed. I melted into his embrace and wondered if sleeping next to my mate would ever get old. I doubted it. One hundred years could come and go and I still wouldn’t be tired of this.

​But that was yesterday. Today I was more energized than ever and feeling Kieran pressed against me reminded me of the lust I had suppressed as I regained my strength. My strength had returned and I wanted our wait to be over. I decided it was time to receive this mating bite I’d heard so much about.

​I turned toward my mate and kissed his cheek. A lazy smile spread across his face and the golden rays of the rising sun made him look like the angel I knew him to be as he laid there with his eyes closed with a peaceful expression on his face.

​But I had no interest in being his peace today. I would be his torment and his relief all wrapped up in one.

​I kissed his neck and slid my hand down his torso and let it rest on his abdomen. Kieran stretched and moaned sleepily as he rested his face in the crook of my neck.

​I let my fingers slip even lower and played with the waistband that held up the loose pants he slept in every night.

​“Lavonna,” he breathed my name as an early morning prayer.

​My hand dipped even lower until my fingers grazed his hardening cock.

​Another soft moan escaped him and I let my fingers lazily drift over his erection again. I teased his shaft from base to tip with one light brush of my fingers, and his hips bucked.

​His eyes were open now, searching my face, questioning if I was truly ready for the two week journey ahead of me.

​I answered by circling his cock head with my fingers and teasing his tip with another light caress.

​A needy growl of approval escaped his lips and his hands slid up and down my body as he explored every inch of me while I toyed with his shaft with delicate touches.

​I teased him for a while longer, let him wake up fully, and then wrapped my hand around the base of his now fully erect cock.

​He gasped as I delivered that first stroke of pleasure and murmured my name as a plea.

​I stroked him again and again, slowly to draw out his pleasure and to drive him wild with need. From what I’d been told, nothing about the next two weeks would be slow. Our veins would be filled with lust, our lungs would breathe in passion and exhale need. Fervent touches would lead to quick releases as we reached for each other over and over again.

​But right now, our lust was contained. I could take my time, I could torture him just a little bit longer.

​I sped up the movements of my hand until Kieran’s breathing grew shallow and his grunts turned to whines and then I right before he found his release I stopped altogether.

​He bucked his hips and attempted to thrust his desperate cock into my hands but I had backed off entirely.

​“You’re enjoying this far too much,” he grumbled.

​“Yes, I am,” I agreed.

​He growled and shifted his weight so he was on top of me, caging me in with his desire.

​“I’m not sure that you’re ready.” He admitted as his fangs once again extended to their full length.

​I knew this argument would come. I was ready though, and I planned to edge him to insanity until he finally agreed with me.

​I lifted my hands to his cock once again and used them both to stroke him with rapid movements, my top hand twisting his cock head with every stroke.

​“Gah!” His claws dug into the mattress and the muscles in his neck grew taught as he fought to keep his restraint.

​“Lavonna, I-”

​I slowed my movements giving him a moment to breathe. He was too close to coming and I couldn’t have that. Not yet.

​But I gave him only a moment before I began my torture again. I would have him whimpering and begging before we left this bed.

​A low groan rumbled through him and he thrust into my hand and panted heavily above me.

​“I’m ready, as are you, my love.” I assured him as his voice rose to a fever pitch. He was close, very close.

​I slowed down my strokes and his arms nearly gave out above me. He rolled to his side so he wouldn’t crush me under his weight and I quickly removed my underwear and rose above him in a tempting straddle.

​I slid my wet sex over his cock but didn’t allow him to enter me.

​“If it is your wish to kill me, you are close to succeeding,” he breathed.

​“It is my wish for you to cum,” I purred. “I want to feel you filling me. I want you deep inside me, crying out my name.”

​He moaned as I described to him exactly what I wanted.

​“Please, rest your channel on my shaft and I will give you all that you desire,” he begged.

​“Not, yet,” I warned. “Not until you’ve portaled us to that cabin. Not until your fangs are embedded into my skin marking me as yours.”

​ With a loud growl he rose and lifted me off the bed. I bit back a smug smile of victory as he opened a portal to what I presumed was the cabin he’d stocked for us.

​I didn’t have a chance to look around much before Kieran threw me onto the bed then approached me with all the predatory gaze. He prowled toward me then took one of his sharp claws and ripped the nightgown I’d been wearing from top to bottom. He’d somehow disposed of his own clothes from the time we’d left his room to the time he walked through the portal.

​Now we were both naked on a bed that had been stripped of all blankets. Multiple pillows layered the top of the bed and a pile of neatly folded blankets had been set aside on top of the dresser.

​The soft sheet that separated us from the bed had been tucked firmly between the bedframe and the mattress. Kieran really had taken care of things. Another thrill of delight coursed through me as the reality of what we were about to partake in sunk in even further.

​“Are you finished with your torture, or do you wish to draw out more of my pleas?”

​I sat up on my haunches and massaged his balls with my hand. Kieran gripped my shoulders and sighed with renewed pleasure.

​“I’m never going to be done with you,” I vowed. “Do you understand me, Kieran Osiris, the Lord of Darkness, King of Nocturia, mate?”

​Our mate bond began to glow as Kieran met my gaze and descended on me in a brutal kiss. I ended up on my back again and gasped as my mate’s fingers caressed my sensitive flesh.

​He kissed down my neck as he worked my clit until his lips reached my taught nipples and dragged his fangs across them then teased my flesh with his tongue.

​It was my turn to moan and whine as he worked my body like a fine tuned instrument. Fingers slowly circling, tongue licking, cock hard against my thigh. I yearned for more and I sent that yearning through our glowing bond.

​“Please, Kieran, don’t make me wait any longer,” I begged.

​We had waited an eternity to be united like this. We had cheated imprisonment and even death. I didn’t want to tempt fate any longer. I wanted to be his.

​He lifted his head from my breast and smiled. “How could I deny my mate such a sweet request?”

​He positioned himself at my core. His cockhead pressed against my entrance and we both gasped as he slowly sank into me, uniting us once again, making our two bodies one.

​The light from our mate bond filled the room and I’d never felt so connected to anyone in my life. Being with Kieran felt like uniting with my other half. How I’d gone so long without experiencing a love like this, I’d never know.

​Kieran trembled as he hovered over me unmoving. “I fear you brought me too close to the edge. It will not be long before I spill inside you.”

​I moved my hips to take him even deeper inside me and he gasped again.

​“Wicked temptress,” he breathed. “I will get my revenge before our time here is done.”

​“I’m counting on it,” I purred as I nibbled on his ear, and he finally gave into his lust.

​He thrust into me over and over again at an incredible pace and I found myself holding onto him for balance as I wrapped my legs around his waist. In and out over and over again. I felt each thick vein make its way in me. My head buzzed with a heady lust and my body could barely process the beginning of each new wave of sensation from the end of the last one as he pounded into me like a man gone mad with desire.

​His breathing grew ragged and he slowed his pace as he cupped my cheek so I’d meet his gaze.

​“I long to make you mine, now and forever, for every century to come and for an eternity after that. I will be yours in every lifetime, in every reality, in every realm. I swear it upon my soul. I am yours.”

​“I am yours, Kieran. Now and forever. Make our bond known. Give me your mating bite,” I commanded as I tilted my neck to give him easier access.

​He growled with approval, but before I could feel the prick of his fangs, I cried out as he picked up the pace of his thrusts and used his thumb to toy with the sensitive flesh at the apex of my slit.

​I was so close I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. I longed to be taken under by my pleasure and to drown into the unknown of this mating fever.

​He thrust over and over again as he grazed my neck with his fangs. He was waiting for me to cum so he could cum with me. My sweet male.

​I cried out his name as waves of bone deep pleasure filled each vein from my core outward.

​A warrior's cry ripped from Kieran’s throat as he came and bit down on my tender flesh, hard.

​I had expected pain, but there was none. His venom burned for a moment and then his fire spilled into every vein warming me from the inside out.

​For a moment I entered a new existence. Kieran and I laid on a field of grass surrounded by yellow flowers. He thrust into me once and I exploded all over again.

​This orgasm was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. I wasn’t just experiencing pleasure, I had become pleasure itself. My mind was filled with lust and want and need, and even though I’d just come I needed to come again.

​“Kieran,” I whimpered but my voice sounded distant.

​“I know,” Kieran brushed the hair off my face bringing me back to reality. “I’m here. I’ll grant you what you need.”

​He loomed over me with golden eyes and the grace of a god. His body called to me, perfect in every way. Warm brown skin, a broad chest, muscular frame, and his tight ass. I wanted it all, every inch. I burned with need, yearned to be filled and filled again.

​“It’s so much,” I whimpered.

​“Let me sate your need,” Kieran purred as he thrust into me again.  We both gasped. He thrust into me again and I found I was already on the edge of another orgasm. This was a magical time indeed.

​Kieran placed his hands on my thighs and spread me wider. He pressed in even deeper and I could hardly breathe.

​He threw his head back as he moved his hips in an ancient dance of ecstasy, lost to the moment entirely.

​I closed my eyes and let the sensations roll through me. As his cock moved inside me a liquid heat pooled into my belly. I focused on that heat, those movements, on his hard shaft entering me again and again.

​I looked so far deep within myself that I found another pleasure, one that was connected to me but not my own. This was our bond and this new sensation wasn’t mine but Kieran’s.

​I willed myself to go even deeper into the bond, into Kieran’s mind, his body, his sensations until…

​“GAH!”

KIERAN

​A pleasure like this, I’d never known. It wasn’t long ago that I’d never even felt the touch of a mate, but now, I couldn’t imagine being without her.

​Lavonna was everything, she was the light and the dark, the day and the night, the warmth that surrounded me and the pleasure that filled me, body and soul.

​Never enough. I’d never have enough.

​“GAH!” Her channel fluttered all around me and I had to fight to keep myself from spilling too soon.

​I wanted more, I wanted to be deeper, closer. Fire filled my veins and every instinct inside me yearned to fill her with my seed, my scent, my essence. I needed to make my claim known to everyone.

​Any male that would look upon her would see my bite and know she was mine. After these two weeks she’d carry my scent forever and I would carry hers.

​Lavonna moaned and writhed underneath me. I took her hand and placed it on my cheek. We were as connected as two people could be and yet I wanted more.

​I pulled out from her sheath and she whimpered, but I would be inside her once again soon.

​I flipped my mate onto her belly and lifted her cunt in line with my cock and thrust into her once again.

​We cried out in unison and I laid my chest onto her back gaining as much contact with my mate as I possibly could. This was better. It wasn’t enough but it was better.

​She cried out as her cunt squeezed my cock and shock waves of pleasure rippled through me. Each orgasm ripped me apart and made me new again. Her cunt squeezed every ounce of seed from my body until I had nothing left to give. I collapsed onto the bed, careful not to crush her smaller body, and pulled out of her tight heat.

​She looked up at me with all the love in the universe shining in her eyes. Some days I couldn’t believe she was real. All that love in her heart. It was all for me, a male who had once been so lost I’d forgotten that I was a king.

​She’d called me her guardian angel when everyone else called me a monster. I’d fallen in love with her then. I swore to keep her safe and prayed we’d be together one day. Now here we were, wrapped up in each other’s arms, sharing each other’s warmth, each other’s love.

​She tucked a lock of my hair behind my ear and I leaned into her touch.

​There were so many words on the tip of my tongue. So many professions of love and oaths I wanted to make to keep her safe and happy, but my words failed me. She left me speechless more often than I’d like to admit.

​She was my bright light in a dark place, and when I told her that so long ago, she looked up at me and said if she were my bright light then I was her moon, and I’d never felt so cherished in my entire life.

Lavonna’s peaceful expression changed to one of desire. She reached for me and said my name like a plea for mercy. I loved it when she said my name. Her accent was strange with the way she elongated her vowels, but I didn’t mind. Her voice was her own, and when she spoke my name it was unlike anyone else.

“Please,” she begged and I felt the wave of desire run through me as well. Suddenly it felt like my bones were on fire and I burned for her and her alone. She was my water. She would quench this thirst and I would quench hers.

“I’m here,” I assured her.

I turned her so her back was to me, and lifted her leg over my hip. Slowly I slid into her until I was seated to the hilt and only then did I feel like I could breathe again.

This mating fever was a wonderous thing. I had always yearned for Lavonna. I would yearn for her until the day I died, but now I felt as if I couldn’t even breathe if I was not inside her.

I wrapped my arms around her so one was teasing her nipple and the other was circling her clit. It would not take her long to find her release. Not this time.

She bucked against me and cried out my name. Kier-aaan, instead of Kier-in. I loved it. I hoped she never got it right. 

I rocked into her slowly at first. I imagined myself taking my time drawing out her pleasure as she’d done to me this morning, but after that first thrust my need grew as desperate as hers. I would spend the next hundred years making it up to her, but right now I needed to find my release more than I needed air. Urgency gripped me and I worked her body the best I could as this desperate lust that clawed at me. But no matter how desperate I grew, I would resist until I felt Lavonna squeezing me with a release of her own.

She came first always, in all things.

I worked her clit and her breast as I rocked into her with a pace I could barely maintain.

Her moans turned into whins and she arched her back like a bow wound up tight.

“Come for me, my love.” My command sounded more like a plea as I barely held onto my last bit of my control.

Then she was coming. An ancient guttural sound passed through her lips as she trembled and squeezed. A cry was ripped from my own throat as I thrust into her one final time.

I gripped the mattress so hard it tore as all sensation focused in one one point. Pleasure radiated from my cock out to the rest of my body. I ascended to the heavens and down to the depths, but there were no gods there. The only god I knew was Lavonna and she was right here with me.
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I came back to myself in a sudden flash as another orgasm ripped through me. Kieran gripped me tight as he found his release as well. We ascended to the heavens together and came down on a cloud holding each other tight.

​We continued on like that for the next two weeks. We’d find our release, rest, then yearn for each other anew. We had to resort to eating in separate rooms for fear that we would choose each other over food and become too weak to even stand.

​On one such occasion, I was nearly done with my sandwich when Kieran burst through the door like a man on fire.

​I wasn’t exactly sure how the mating fever worked but it seemed the closer we were the more we burned for each other. However, being separated, even just one room apart, left a deep ache in my soul that threatened to tear me apart, and I knew Kieran felt the same.

​Apparently that ache had become too much for my mate. I swallowed my bite and rose to my feet, still naked of course, neither of us had been able to dress since this all started. We’d managed to shower together every night, but that was the best we could do.

​He stalked toward me, turned me around, and bent me over the dining room table.

​“I heard a sound,” he growled. “I had to make sure you were safe.”

​“There’s no one here but us,” I laughed.

​“It isn’t logical, I know, but this need to keep you safe is all-consuming,” he confessed. “I didn’t understand why other males complained so much about this possessiveness, but I get it now. Other than being inside you, my only wish is to keep you here, safe, and hidden away from the world, from any danger that might find you.”

​He teased my entrance with his cock and I rose to my tiptoes to grant him an easier entrance.

​My hands flew to the table as he slid inside me and all thoughts of safety and life outside these four walls melted away.

​That had been a week ago. Our mating fever had been tapering off for the last day and a half and now it seemed it was mostly over. I was sore in places I did not know could be, but even so, I would miss this. Kieran slept next to me as the sun began to rise. I tried to slip away, but he held me tight.

​“I want to make us some breakfast,” I assured him as the soft morning light bathed him in a golden glow. He looked like an angel, and for a moment my heart grew pained as I realized the only thing that was missing were his wings. Wings that had been taken from him.

​He furrowed his brows at me. He’d sensed my emotions but not the thoughts behind them.

​“I’m just sad this is coming to an end,” I lied. There was no use in digging up old wounds right now.

​“My desire for you will never end,” he assured me with a smile. “You lay here. I will make breakfast.”

​“Alright,” I lied back down and watched him rise from the bed. He pulled a robe on over his naked body and looked at me over his shoulder with a mischievous grin. “The free show is over.”

​“Oh really?” I smiled up at him as I propped my head up on my elbow. “You wouldn’t drop your robe if I asked you to?”

​Kieran’s ears turned a dark brown and he turned on his heels and walked to the kitchen. I’d called his bluff and he knew it.

​I heard the metal door of the wood burning stove open and shut and soon the smell of eggs and toast filled the air.

​Kieran exited the kitchen a few minutes later with a tray of breakfast food that called my name. We ate happily together and watched the sun rise.

​He sat me on his lap and I leaned against his chest. This entire time he hardly let a moment go by without touching me, and now that it had ended it looked like he wasn’t going to stop. I liked that. I liked it a lot.

​“I’m going to miss it here,” I confessed as I looked around the simple room. Despite our mating fever, it had been peaceful. We were shut off from the entire world. Here we had no responsibilities, no enemies, no battles to fight. It was just us.

​“We could stay a few more days if you like. There’s no written rule that we have to leave immediately after the fever has ended.”

​“That sounds like an enticing offer,” I smiled. “I-”

​Knock, knock, knock. I froze and Kieran frowned. No one should be visiting us here. Kieran had left strict instructions that we were to be left alone.

​Whoever it was they knocked again, louder this time, and I could feel my mate’s irritation rising through the bond followed by a strong wave of protectiveness.

​Kieran walked to the door still wearing his robe and I quickly put mine on and felt for the power crystal in my pocket. My mate looked over his shoulder at me, waited for my nod, then opened the door. We’d be ready for whatever was out there.

​“Good morning, your highness.” It was Arannis, and standing about twenty feet away leaning against a tree was Garrick and next to him stood Atreis. What were they doing here? Was the kingdom under attack?

“You’ve interrupted my breakfast with my mate,” he growled, displeased to see anyone, even his friends, at his doorstep.

“We need to discuss some battle plans with you. It’s urgent.” Arannis was wearing thick fighting leathers. They weren’t as strong as metal armor, but it was still strange he was wearing them just to speak with his king.

“Make it quick,” Kieran sighed. The patient side of him that made him a good ruler was at war with his protective side. The mating fever might be over but the effects it would have on our emotions would last for another week or two.

“Of course,” Arannis nodded and led him into the forest. As they approached, Garrick walked toward them and nodded to Kieran before continuing on toward me.

“Good morning, Lavonna.” Garrick nervously ran his hand through his hair and looked everywhere but at me.

This was all so strange. Garrick was wearing fighting leathers too. Had the three of them come here anticipating a fight?

Kieran kept looking over at us and his irritation kept rising.

“It’s a beautiful day,” Garrick smiled, but he wasn’t looking at me, he was looking at the king.

“What’s going on?” I’d had enough of this.

“Oh, it’s nothing to worry about, just an old tradition,” Garrick glanced at me then quickly averted his gaze.

“An old tradition? What tradition?”

He kept his eyes on the king and answered, “a dangerous one.”

“Here we go,” he mumbled under his breath then patted me on my shoulder.

Now I was growing irritated. His touch felt wrong, repulsive even. It reminded me of when we first met and I accidentally fell into him. Garrick had pushed me away as if I were diseased. I didn’t understand why back then, but I understood it now. He was mated to Farryn and once you go through a mating fever, the touch of anyone else becomes unbearable.

​Kieran’s nostrils flared and he stalked toward us with dangerous purpose.

​I looked at the three elvish males in their armor and realized what Garrick had meant by an old tradition. They were trying to get a rise out of Kieran. They wanted to see if he could handle seeing his mate around another male, even a friend, before they could let the Lord of Darkness loose into the real world.

​“You better go inside,” Garrick warned and I quickly obeyed. I went back into the cabin, shut the door, and stood at the window.

​“Get away from my mate!” Kieran growled.

​“Can I not speak with my friend?” Garrick asked while stepping away from the house.

​“No!” Kieran launched himself at Garrick and laid him low with a punch to the jaw, but before he could get in another blow, Atreis struck him with a lightning bolt.

​Kieran cried out in pain, but recovered quickly. The shadows that had been lurking between the trees drew closer to him and his claws came out.

​He let out a battle cry and ran toward the Light Bringer, Atreis met his challenge and readied himself for battle.

​They clashed in a blur of light and shadow. Fortunately they were evenly matched, or I think Kieran might have killed him.

​Garrick and Arannis joined the fray and eventually pinned Kieran down.

​“Be at peace!” The king’s friend and advisor yelled. “We do not come to harm you or your mate. We only wished to see if you could return to Nocturia without killing every male who looks Lavonna’s way.”

​“Keep her name out of your mouth!” Kieran growled.

​Garrick punched him again for good measure and I sent him all the peace I could through the bond.

​His body finally relaxed and the others eased off him a bit.

​“As you can see, I am not yet ready,” he huffed.

​“Return to your mate,” Arannis advised. “We’ll be back in two days.”

​Kieran grumbled something under his breath and walked back to our cabin.

​Irritation rolled off him in waves but the moment he saw me all of that melted away.

​He lifted me in his arms and pinned my back to the wall as he took in my scent.

​“I need you.” His voice was strained as if he were using all his strength to hold himself in check. “Need to feel you around me.”

​I shrugged out of my robe and opened my legs wider around him. “Then take me. I’m yours.”

​He shrugged out of his robe as well, but did not let me leave his arms. Instead he inserted his finger into my sex and found me already wet for him. He purred his appreciation then notched himself at my entrance.

​I dug my nails into his back as he thrust into me. This was different from what we’d been doing. The mating fever was a binding, forgetting where one person started and the other began. This… this was a claiming. He had faced down a threat and now he needed to feel me surrounding him. He needed to feel that I was real, that I was safe, that I was his.

​His need bled into the bond and it became my own. We were feral for each other and we sated our yearning as he fucked me against the wall.

​In and out, hard and fast, over and over again. Every nerve ending was on fire as his cock pistoned past my g-spot bringing me closer and closer to the edge.

​Then he grazed that part of my wing that I’d almost forgotten about. The part that sent sparks shooting through me with every gentle touch.

​It was all too much. My orgasm ripped through me and I clung to my mate as he roared his release as well.

​We collapsed to the floor, spent but happy.
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​“You’re majesty,” Revanor bowed to us as we entered the royal dining room.

​We’d fully recovered from our mating fever, and even though it took some effort, Kieran was able to restrain himself from starting unnecessary fights with every male who looked upon me.

​He told me the intense possessiveness grew weaker everyday, but he felt he’d been permanently altered.

​“Your safety is an ever-present concern that never leaves me,” he confessed. “I’ve always wanted to keep you safe, but whereas before it was a want, it is now a need.”

​He shook his head, “I don’t know how Garrick did it. He had to live in that citadel for such a long time knowing that Farryn was barely being kept alive.”

​“I try not to think about it,” I admitted with a shudder.

​“I’ve been trying not to,” Kieran squeezed my hand a little tighter before we sat down at the table.

​Everyone else was already here. Farryn, Garrick who still had a slight bruise on his chin where Kieran punched him, Atreis, Mara, and Zarielle.

​“No,” Arannis shook his head. “That won’t work. She’ll never open the gate if she doesn’t think Atreis is on the other side. From what it sounds like she’s got a score to settle with him.”

​Zarielle slumped back in her seat with a frown. “I just don’t see why you’re so unwilling to even try.”

​“Probably because I won’t be in any real danger,” Atreis quipped. “I’m there to be a distraction not to have an all out brawl with the queen.”

​“The queen will bring the fight to you, whether you want it or not,” the princess argued.

​“Then I will be ready for it. Not everyone can hide away in these four walls as you do,” the Light Bringer shot back.

​“I wasn’t hiding when I rescued you from the High Council,” Zarielle scowled.

​“No sister, you were fulfilling your role as the warrior queen that I’ve always known you to be,” Kieran broke the tense moment. “Perhaps that is proof that even when faced with grave odds an elf like Atreis can survive.”

​“Stay out of this brother,” the princess snapped.

​“What?” He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Someone’s gotta push you into making these decisions. Goddess knows you never will.” He muttered under his breath.

​Kieran might be the king, but he’d always be Zarielle’s annoying younger brother. He had a point though. She seemed so reluctant to give into her own desires. Her fear of loss outweighed her desire to be close to the one person she wanted most.

​The Light Bringer wore a scowl on his face that reminded me of Garrick’s when we lived in the citadel. He wanted Zarielle as much as she wanted him, and it pained them both to live near each other but still not be together in the way they wished.

​“I thought we’d settled on a plan,” Kieran interjected.

​“We had,” Arannis frowned in Zarielle’s direction. “In two days you will lead your squadron to the entrance of the Valley of Death. Lavonna will use her power crystal to cast an illusion to make the queen believe we’ve already gotten in, and when she sees Atreis on the other side she’ll open the gate herself and Atreis, Lavonna, Mara and a few others will fight her off while you go in with your soldiers and get your power crystals. And that’s all there is to it. Nice and simple, just like a good plan should be.”

​“Your plan to get into Mt. Sagespire was nice and simple too. Look where that got them,” Zarielle commented.

​“Do you wish to take this outside, princess?” Arannis threatened. “You are one of my eldest friends but I cannot just sit here as you keep questioning my decisions after decades of loyalty to you and your house.”

​Oh…oh no…That was the wrong thing to say…

Atreis’s eyes glowed white as sparks of electricity jumped between his fingers.

​“Threaten her again. See how well it goes for you,” he growled as he stood to his feet.

“I can take you on instead,” Arannis stood toe to toe with the Light Bringer. The top of his head came to Atreis’s nose, but he showed no fear.

“This quarrel is between us,” Zarielle stood and faced her old friend.

“Is it, Zari?” he questioned. “Because from what I can sense, the only person you’ve been fighting with is yourself.”

The princess stepped back as if his words had struck her like an arrow.

“You sat on that throne for too long putting everyone ahead of yourself. I stood by and watched as you buried your pain in your work and now that you're not ruling anymore that sorrow has come to the surface demanding your attention. Are you going to keep burying it or are you going to have the courage to face it?”

“I-” she began.

“Don’t bother. I’ve heard all of your excuses already.” He stalked out of the room leaving Zarielle and Atreis standing there looking shocked.

“Never a dull moment around here,” Kieran joked in an attempt to lighten the mood.

It didn’t work. Zarielle left and Atreis followed after her. It seemed he was just as willing now to stand in her fire as when he first met her. Some people are worth getting burned for.

“She’ll come around,” Farryn assured the king. “It will take her a while but eventually she’ll learn to let happiness in again.”

“That’s good,” Kieran sighed. “She deserves to be happy, especially after everything she’s been through.”

“Do you still see us finding victory in the Valley of Death?” I asked. One could never be too sure with Farryn.

“Yes,” she gave me a knowing smile. She knew how cryptic she had to be and how much it annoyed me. “Almost all of you return.”

“Almost?” Kieran’s eyebrows rose in surprise.

“Lavonna is one of the many who makes it back,” the seer assured him.

“But some of my soldiers will be lost?”

Farryn looked down into her lap and Garrick placed his arm around her shoulder. “I’m afraid so,” she admitted.

My mate frowned down at his meal and pushed his plate away. “I’ve lost my appetite.”

“Before you decide to leave as well, we have an announcement we’d like to make,” Garrick said to those of us who were left.

I looked over at Kieran but he gave no indication that he knew what this was about, and Mara seemed just as surprised as I was.

Garrick looked down at Farryn with a soft smile on his face.

“Tell us,” my impatient Lunarkin friend requested.

“Alright,” Farryn laughed. “We’re expecting,” her cheeks grew a rosy red as she announced they had a child on the way.

“Congratulations!” Kieran exclaimed.

“Thank you,” Garrick blushed as well. “I didn’t think it would happen so quickly after we were reunited but Farryn had a vision…”

“It didn’t hurt that we were very active, my love,” the seer teased, and Garrick’s cheeks turned an even brighter red.

I was surprised that they’d conceived so soon after reuniting as well. It was a well known fact that elvish women were only fertile once every one to two hundred years. Kieran was an oddity in that his mother conceived him only a decade after Zarielle was born.

I looked up at Kieran and saw the hope in his eyes. He wanted a child. I could sense it. I hadn’t told him of the vision I’d had when I temporarily became a god. I’d seen our daughter with her lovely brown skin, black hair, and golden eyes. She looked more like Kieran than me, but I liked that. She’d fit in here among the other Nocturians and that’s all I really wanted. This would be her home and she’d be happy here.

I didn’t see how old Kieran and I were when we had her. He’d taken a tonic before our mating fever to prevent him from getting me pregnant. It would last another few months and then he’d have to take it again. Maybe once the queen was defeated we could start our family. I would like that, our little family of three, and if Zarielle and Atreis worked out their issues, then she might have a little cousin to play with too.

“Have you picked out a name?” Mara asked, pulling me out of my wayward thoughts.

“Not yet,” Farryn laughed. “We’re still thinking through our options.”

“Maybe they’ll be a seer like you,” I suggested.

“I hope not,” Farryn frowned. “It is easy to do more harm than good as a seer.”

“You’ve got a good system now,” Garrick assured his mate. “Your abilities do more good than anything else.”

“We’ll see,” she sighed. “My visions about the battle with the queen are still hazy. I think she’s waiting to make a decision on her battle plans, and if that’s the case I won’t be able to advise you until it's too late.”

“We’ll worry about that when the time comes,” Garrick commented. “Let’s go home. You should get some rest.”

“I’m pregnant, not sick. I don’t have to go to sleep as soon as dinner is over.”

“You will if I have anything to do with it,” Garrick grumbled under his breath. He was going to be unbearably protective of his mate now more than ever.

“I should probably head out too. Dal and Lua are doing some renovations and I’m afraid they’ll hurt themselves if I don’t give them a hand.”

“Good luck with that,” I waved to Mara as she left and then it was just Kieran and myself.

“So, Farryn and Garrick are going to have a baby,” I commented.

“Yeah,” Kieran nodded but his mind was clearly elsewhere.

“What do you think of that?” I prodded him further.

“I think it’s great. I can’t wait to meet their little one,” he smiled and turned his attention back to me.

“I know we haven’t talked about it much, but I was wondering what you thought about having kids,” I inquired.

“I’d like that,” Kieran’s face lit up at the idea.

I avoided his gaze and stood from the table. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to confess this secret of our future child to him just yet.

“Maybe once the queen is defeated we can make that dream into a reality,” I suggested.

Kieran got up and took my hand in his. I’d like that. I’d like it very much.
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Two days passed quickly by. Too quickly. Kieran and his soldiers trained on the gauntlet while I practiced using dark magic and the dagger Atreis had gifted me. Captain Revanor was kind enough to show me some moves and I was feeling more confident with my skills because of his tutelage.

I stood over my bed and found myself, once again, dressing for a dangerous mission. I wore loose black pants, and a plain black linen shirt under corseted stays. My dagger was strapped to my thigh and my power crystal was safely in my pocket. Physically I was ready to go, but emotionally I wasn’t so sure. The failure of our last mission loomed like a dark cloud in my mind. On top of which, this mission would take me back to Luminaria, the last place I wanted to go.

I looked over my shoulder to find Kieran fastening his belt around his waist. He looked like a god dressed in all black, the shadow king himself.

My mate caught me staring and gave me a weak smile. He didn’t want me to go on this mission. It didn’t matter though, I had to do this. They needed me and Farryn said everything would turn out alright.

“I have something for you,” I confessed as I turned and walked to my mate.

“Oh yeah,” Kieran smiled. “What’s that?”

I held up my amulet necklace. The same amulet that Kieran had given me when I made my way through the valley of death.

“For good luck.” I placed the necklace on his chest and he bent down so I could fasten the clasp at the back of his neck.

He held it between his fingers and his eyes grew glossy with unshed tears.

“I’d been so worried you weren’t going to make it,” he confessed. “I’d been watching you train and I knew you were capable, but the wraiths are unrelenting.”

“And now it’s your turn,” I smiled up at him. “You’re stronger, faster, and more capable than I had been. We will meet each other on the other side and you’ll be more powerful than you’ve ever been,” I encouraged.

“And you’ll be facing down the queen,” he shook his head. “It feels wrong. I should stay with you, fight by your side-”

I put a finger to his mouth. “You saved me. This amulet kept me from being destroyed. Now give me this chance to save you.”

I could sense he wanted to argue further, but thankfully we were saved by a knock on the door.

I opened it and smiled at my friends who had gathered in the hallway.

Mara the brave, Garrick the resilient, Farryn the wise, and Atreis the bold. Unfortunately, It would only be me, Mara, and Atreis against the queen today, and I had to hope that would be enough.

They were all lined up and dressed for battle, and behind them stood Zarielle and Arannis. The princess was looking everywhere but at Kieran and Atreis.

“Thank you for joining us,” Kieran tipped his head to Mara and Atreis. “And thank you for seeing us off. I know this can’t be easy for you,” he addressed his sister who had lost so much and stood to lose so much more if we didn’t return. I didn’t blame her for being so resistant to love. Love must have seemed like such a foolish thing in her eyes. Like a luxury she couldn’t afford.

“The kingdom will be in good hands while you’re away,” she said, still not looking him in the eye.

“I am not concerned about the kingdom,” Kieran kept his voice low and gentle.

“You don’t need to worry about me,” she admitted with a laugh but it rang hollow.

“He will make it safely into the valley,” Atreis vowed. “You have my word.”

“Atreis will make sure your brother gets into the valley unharmed, and I will make sure Atreis makes it back home,” I vowed and Zarielle’s chin began to quiver.

“You’re not alone anymore, Zari,” Arannis added.

“I see that,” she whispered so we would not hear how wet her voice had gotten with unshed tears.

“Come back to me,” she finally looked up, but it was Atreis’s eyes she locked onto. “Please.”

“My soul is bound to yours,” the Light Bringer vowed. “I will return either as an elf or a ghost, but you have my word that either way I will haunt your halls until the day you give your last breath.”

“Return to me as you are now,” Zarielle requested. “I do not wish for a ghost, but a mate.”

Atreis nodded. “I will, I swear it.”

“All of this fuss over nothing,” Farryn cut in. “I will hear your loud footsteps tromping through the halls tonight. Each and every one of you will return.

The seer might be cryptic at times but her words held more value than anyone else's. We all breathed easier knowing she expected to hear our return.

“We better get going then,” Kieran announced. “My soldiers are waiting.”

He opened a portal for us and we walked out onto the field to a squadron of well-trained soldiers who’d been dreaming of their chance to gain a power crystal for years.

Kieran stood before them with his head held high looking more than royal. He was a natural leader, and this was his time to shine.

“It has been my honor to train with you all on this very ground where we stand. Every last one of you is full of courage, determination, and heart.

We might be going into a place known as the Valley of Death, but today will not be the day that we die. We will come out on the other side of that mountain victorious. Mark my words, today will be a glorious day!”

Cheers rang out from those that surrounded us. Never had a group of soldiers been so ready to face the challenge that lay ahead of them. They would make it, I reassured myself. They would not come out of that mountain filled with the same nightmares that I’d gained during my journey. They would not know the sound of bones being crushed or bodies being thrown to the ground.

“Let’s go,” Kieran opened one more portal which led to the very edge of the forest, the same entrance that we’d used when we first escaped Luminaria.

It was strange to be back here. At one point in time I’d seen these walls as a sanctuary. When Elio first brought me here, I felt like a princess living in a fairytale. It turned out to be a nightmare instead.

As we walked the morning sun glinted off of something tiny and red. I bent down and picked up a shard of the same red crystal I’d broken so many months ago. I looked around and found a few more reflecting the sunlight and grabbed those too.

Kieran quirked an eyebrow up at me questioning what I was doing.

“You never know,” I shrugged. “These might come in handy one day.”

I shoved the pieces into my pocket and we continued to walk until we reached the edge of the palace wall. If we took a step further, we’d be out in the open. It was our moment of no return.

Kieran turned to me and placed my hands in his. His throat worked as he swallowed hard trying to think what to say in these last moments we had together before we faced death and danger once again.

“I love you, green meadows,” he whispered.

I leaned into his chest for an embrace and he held me tight. “I love you too.”

I rose to my tiptoes and kissed his cheek, “I’ll see you tonight.”

“Tonight,” Kieran agreed then let me go.

I nodded to Mara, Atreis, and the three soldiers who were going to fight with us. The six of us walked out into the open which quickly gained the attention of the guards standing at their post near the red gates.

The plan was for Kieran and his soldiers to remain hidden until we’d gotten the queen to open the gates.

I looked over my shoulder one final time and took in Kieran’s beautiful face, his high cheekbones, pointed ears, and golden eyes. I drank in my fill.

I will see him again. I assured myself. This will not be the last time I look upon his face.

Our small group ran to gates and the others fought the guards while I used my power crystal to craft the illusion spell that would hopefully trick the queen into aiding us in our plan.

Two of the Seraphyne guards were quickly slain while the third got away.

“Let him go!” I shouted. “He will alert the queen.”

That final guard took to the sky and made his way directly to the other side of the citadel where the queen resided.

“Quickly, everyone stand in a line in front of the gate!” I instructed.

They did as I asked and I pointed my power crystal at everyone including myself.

“Let all who see take this bait. Let them see Atreis standing beyond the gate.”

As soon as I spoke the words aloud I heard a gasp. One of the Noturian soldiers who had posted himself as a scout looked where we were standing. His eyes shifted back and forth as if he were trying to see something that had just been there.

It worked then. If he couldn’t see us then neither could the queen.

He focused his vision just beyond the gate where I’d imagined Atreis to be standing when I cast my illusion.

It did not take long for the queen to arrive, and it looked like she had learned her lesson. She didn’t bring out her undead soldiers this time. Those who’d be all too easy for Atreis to kill. Instead she brought a squadron of trained Seraphyne who flanked her on either side.

“You dare to trespass upon my land!” The queen accused. “You are a bastard son whom I should have killed long ago.”

I pointed my power crystal at Atreis and nodded. Whatever he said would be displayed in the illusion.

“Here’s your chance. If you want to kill me, come and get me,” he smiled.

The queen’s eyes burned with rage and as she approached I noticed she’d changed. Before she’d been tidy, not a hair out of place, but now she wore her hair in a loose bun atop her head, and thick black veins trailed up and down her neck. The veins themselves resembled the poisonous vines I’d encountered at my apartment before I was transported into this world.

What had she done to herself? What had her fear for Elio’s safety and need to keep him safe driven her to do?

​Those questions would have to wait. The disheveled queen approached the red gates without question which further proved my point that she was becoming more of a creature than a queen who might think things through. I had feared that our plan might fail when she saw Atreis behind the gate for which he had no way of opening, but she simply pressed on, driven only by her rage.

​She used her power to open the red gates and attempted to drive a sword into the heart of the bastard son she’d always hated. But he wasn’t there.

​Atreis, the real Atreis tapped her from behind and she spun on her heels to face him. She raised her sword again, but he blocked her attack.

​“You tricked me,” she seethed.

​“It’s the least you deserve after what you’ve done,” he said through gritted teeth.

​My illusion fell away revealing myself and everyone with me. Mara jumped into action wielding her axe on any foe who would dare challenge her.

​Together we fought the Seraphyne, blocking and perrying every move as we pushed them further and further away from the red gates.

​“Now!” I yelled over my shoulder and Kieran and his squadron ran out from behind the wall and charged into the Valley of Death.

​“No!” The queen shrieked as she realized the full weight of our actions. She’d let us in, and now her enemy would be stronger than ever because of that one mistake.

​We fought to keep the queen’s guard at bay, giving my mate the chance he and his soldiers needed to get into the valley.

​They ran past us on swift feet. Kieran was the last to enter the valley, and our eyes met the moment before he stepped into the shadows.

​“Good luck my love.” I whispered. “Come back to me.”

​The soldier who’d been fighting to my left cried out as a Seraphyne struck him down. We’d lingered here too long.

​“Retreat!” I shouted.

​Atreis continued to fight off the queen while the others started their escape back to the forest. The soldiers took flight, one carrying Mara, and I thought we’d done it. But then I heard another scream.

​One of our youngest soldiers fell into the queen’s clutches moments after Atreis also began to flee.

​I dashed toward the wicked queen of light and shielded myself and the soldier before her sword could strike them down.

​Atreis turned back, but I waved him off. I’d made a promise to Zarielle that he’d make it back safely.

​He flew away leaving the queen, myself, and the young Nocturian soldier inside the gates to the valley.

​Light flashed in the queen’s eyes and she gave me a feral smile just as she ran and closed the gate behind her.

​“If you won’t live to save my son then you will die in his shadow. I’m only sorry I won’t be there to hear your screams as the wraiths tear you apart.”

​“You are the greatest threat to your son,” I said through gritted teeth. “By focusing all your energy onto your worst fears, you are giving them life. You gain new enemies each day and you create new monsters every night. If Elio dies it will most assuredly be your fault.”

​“You’re just angry he didn’t choose you,” she shot back.

​“I couldn’t care less about your son. I do care, however, about the destruction you are bringing upon my kingdom.”

​“Your kingdom?” the queen questioned. “We clothed you, fed you, kept you safe, but it is Nocturia that you call home?”

​“You kept me in a cage and told me to be grateful. I would rather see Luminaria burn than ever call this place home again.”

​The queen reared back with a scowl on her face. “You’ll never see any home again. You’ll never make it out of the valley alive.”

​She walked away and called her guards to her side. The battle was over for her, but mine was just beginning. The red gates were closed, and my only way out now was forward through the Valley of Death.




Chapter 37

The Valley of Death and Surprises
















​“I’m so sorry,” the young soldier, whom I’d saved, looked at me wide-eyed and terrified.

​“What’s your name?” I asked.

​“Rheon,” he said as he stood up and brushed himself off.

​“Rheon, did you do any training on the gauntlet before this mission?”

​“Oh yes, I’ve trained on the gauntlet,” he was eager to confirm.

​“Good. Did you make it to the end without getting knocked out by any of the obstacles?”

​“Um, well, no,” he shook his head and the tips of his ears turned a dark brown.

​I schooled my features and did my best not to give him any more reasons to be afraid of what we were about to face.

​“That’s okay. There’s a first time for everything right?” I patted him on the shoulder and he relaxed a bit.

​“I made it through as a human. Did anyone tell you that?”

​“Yes, your story is well-known in all of Nocturia.”

​“It is?”

​“You’re the mate of the King. Everyone’s interested in you and your story,” he admitted with a shrug.

​“Oh, I guess that makes sense. Well, what I’m trying to say is, if I can do it then you can do it, and look at the bright side, you’ll end today with a power crystal. I bet you never expected that.”

​“No, my lady. I surely didn’t.” 

​He had a rural accent that made me wonder if he was from the outskirts of the kingdom. The thought made my heart squeeze for all the young males who had joined me in the valley the first time I was here. Most of them had been from rural areas as well.

​Rheon wouldn’t die like they had. I’d make sure of that. He was going to make it out of here, we both were.

​“Okay, when we get in there, you’re going to run next to me. Not ahead of me alright? If you get too far ahead the wraiths will pick you off, but if we stay together we might have a better chance of getting through.”

​“Got it,” Rheon nodded.

​“Let’s go.”

​I led the way with my power crystal in my hand. People didn’t typically come in here for a second time, so I was unsure if it’d even work.

​Rheon and I began running and I willed my power crystal into a shield but nothing happened.

​“That won’t work here,” he pointed to my purple crystal. “The magic of the valley prevents it.”

​“Great,” I shoved my crystal in my pocket and kept running.

​We were about halfway through when I heard the flapping of wings behind me. I looked over my shoulder and found two red eyes staring right back at me.

​“Let’s pick up the pace,” I suggested and made my legs go as fast as they could.

​Rheon easily kept up with me since he was about two feet taller with much longer legs than my own.

​Out of the corner of my eye I saw another wraith with its claws out darting right for us.

​“DUCK!” We both bent low and narrowly missed the tortured ghost.

​They were Seraphyne once. Garrick had explained to me. They had been filled with great purpose and their souls couldn’t take the loss of not getting what they desired.

​I might not be able to use my crystal, but I still carried the power of light and darkness with me.

​I called upon that power just as another wraith tried to attack us. Rheon shoved me out of the way letting the ghost pass between us. It was a smart move on his part.

​I got back to my feet and kept running. The sound of wings beating behind us became deafening. I turned and saw the dark valley filled with red eyes. There were too many to count and too many to dodge. We needed a miracle and we needed it now.

​Just as another wraith came my way, I held out my hand and concentrated on becoming both light and darkness in one body. I was two halves made whole in one vessel, and while I’d never rise to the level of godhood without drawing on Kieran and Atreis, I could still draw on a wisp of that power. Hopefully it would be enough.

​A deathly screech rang out from the wraith as I held it by the neck.

​“What are you doing?” Rheon asked.

​“No time to explain,” I panted.

​“Release me,” the wraith carried with it the voice of a man.

​“Not until you help us,” I commanded.

​“There’s no help here,” he wheezed. “Only death.”

​“I give you this great purpose to protect my friend and I as we travel through the valley. Do this thing for me and your spirit will be fulfilled. Your soul will find peace.”

​“Purpose, great purpose,” he wheezed again. “I will hold you to your oath.”

​“I swear upon my life that I will release you into the afterlife once this deed is done.”

​“So be it.” he rasped.

​I released him from my grasp and he took up a position behind Rheon and myself. From there we ran like hell the rest of the way.

​My new wraith friend shielded us from the view of the other wraiths and those red eyes blinked out of existence as they went back to their hiding places within the walls of this haunted place.

​“Light! There’s light up ahead!” Rheon exclaimed.

​We ran toward that light faster and faster until we finally felt the golden rays of the sun hitting our faces.

​I let Rheon go on ahead of me as I turned to the wraith who had made it possible for us to make it out alive.

​He floated in the shadows of the valley right at the edge of the light.

​“Fulfill your oath,” he rasped. “Release me from this existence.”

​I stepped closer to him and took in the threadbare cloth that covered him from head to toe. He floated above the ground like a ghost, giving no hint that he’d been a living, breathing, Seraphyne once.

​His red eyes narrowed as he took me in as well. They were filled with regret and anger, the emotions that had kept him trapped here for god knew how long.

​“You have fulfilled your great purpose,” I spoke the words that would set him free. “Now go and rest in peace.”

​The tortured ghost shifted into something else. His red eyes turned brown, his skin went from translucent to white, and his blonde hair blew in the wind behind him. He’d been young, so young when he met his unfortunate fate.

​A smile spread across his face. “I see them. I see my family waiting for me.”

​Then he vanished into thin air as his soul ascended into the afterlife where he belonged.

​We’d made it. I’d made it. Twice. I turned to look at the rock wall I once had to climb and smiled to myself. This time I would fly.

​It took no time at all to ascend to the entrance of the cave that held thousands of power crystals, each one waiting for the person that would be their perfect match.

​The cave was nearly empty now. It was just Kieran, Rheon and a few others.

​Never in my life could I have imagined having the opportunity to see my mate find his power crystal. No one ever expects to make this journey twice, and yet here I was about to witness one of the best moments of Kieran’s life.

​“Here it is!” Rheon shouted and plucked a purple crystal from the ground. The cave turned dark, confirming he’d chosen correctly. Unlike me, he did not have to go through a transformation. He was already an elf, so he happily clutched his crystal to his chest and went out the other side.

​Kieran stopped before a cluster of dark purple crystals on the ground. He dropped to one knee and let his fingers drift over one crystal in particular. I held my breath as he wrapped his hand around it and wrenched it free from the others.

​Again the room grew dark, but where it had only dimmed for the other elf, for Kieran it turned so dark the only thing I could see were his golden eyes. The rest of the cave was pitch black.

​Kieran closed his eyes and I could see his silhouette floating in the air as he underwent a transformation of his own.

​When the magic faded I could hardly breathe as my mate, my king, my Kieran rose to his feet. He had become something new, something stronger, someone more powerful than the rest.

​Golden wings graced his back where there had been scars. He turned his head to the right, mouth agape as he noticed them too.

​Golden eyes and now golden wings, from the Queen’s Monster to the most powerful elf in the entire realm. I could hardly believe it. Wounds that were meant to break him, body and soul, were now healed.

​When I was finally able to breathe again it came out as a gasp. Kieran’s eyes met mine and I couldn’t stop the tears that streamed down my cheeks.

​He ran to me and wrapped his arms around me.

​“Look at you,” I held his face between my hands. “Look at how far you’ve come.”

​“I can’t believe it.” His voice was shaky and the shock was apparent on his face.

​“Believe it.”

​He looked around and we watched as the last of his soldiers found their power crystals.

​“How…why… why are you here? What went wrong?”

​He checked me over for any wounds as he got over the shock of the moment and realized that I was not supposed to be here.

​“It’s a long story,” I sighed. “Let’s get out of here and I’ll tell you once we get home.”

​Kieran nodded his understanding. His soldiers would be waiting for him at the bottom of the mountain.

​“Let’s go then.” He held my hand as he led the way down the thin mountain trail.

​He beamed with pride as he used his new power crystal to shield us from the haunting red eyes of the wraiths that lurked the mountain side.

​His soldiers were crowded together at the bottom of the mountain and I was happy to see Rheon among them. They all held their crystals and covered themselves in bubbles of darkness that would shield them from the wraith's vision.

​They couldn’t pass through the gates into Luminaria since there was a horde of enemy soldiers waiting for them on the other side.

​Once Kieran and I arrived he took stock of the soldiers who had made it down. “We didn’t lose anyone,” he smiled.

​“That’s not exactly true,” I shook my head. “One of the soldiers that went against the queen was taken down by one of her guards.”

​Kieran nodded his head. “They will be honored for their bravery. It is because of their sacrifice that we were able to gain these power crystal’s today.”

​“And your golden wings,” I smiled up at him.

​“And my golden wings,” he gave me a warm smile in return.

​The King opened a portal wide enough for three soldiers to walk through at a time.

​I sighed with relief the moment my feet touched Nocturian soil. We’d made it. Again. We’d survived unbeatable odds and came out victorious.

​Everyone gasped as the soldiers stepped aside for the King and his new golden wings.

​No one could have predicted a transformation like this. It had been one thing for me to transform from human to elf, but Kieran was already an elf. The crystal cave had never granted anyone their wings back before. Not that it was common for an elf without wings to enter into the valley.

​“Kieran!” Zarielle gasped her brother’s name, a look of shock on her face and then she was running.

​“Kieran!” She cried again as she hugged her brother. “You’re wings, they’re back.”

​“So it seems,” he smiled. “I’m whole again.”

​Zarielle furrowed her brows, “Wings do not make you whole, but you are happy, and that’s what matters to me.”

​“I always knew you were powerful,” Mara commented as she and Atreis walked through the crowd.

​Kieran laughed and bowed to them both. “Thank you for seeing to our safety.”

​Zarielle caught sight of Atreis and her chin began to quiver. “You came back,” she breathed.

​“I told you I would,” Atreis gave her a tentative smile. “I’ll always return to you.”

​Zarielle threw her arms around him and he held her close.

​“Does he have his golden wings?” I heard Farryn whisper to Garrick.

​My not-so-grumpy friend smiled, “He sure does.”




Chapter 38

Unity Day
















“Does this look right to you?” I asked Zarielle as I fastened and refastened the tie of my fur-lined wrap dress around the Nocturian version of leggings I’d been given.

I wouldn’t normally approve of wearing leggings under a dress like this, but seeing as how we're going to take to the sky, it makes sense to wear them.

“No,” the princess shook her head. “It should be tighter like this.” My soon-to-be official sister-in-law tied a tight bow at my hip that securely fastened my dress into place.

“Are you ready for this?” she asked in all seriousness. “There’s going to be a lot of people out there witnessing your vows and my brother isn’t the easiest person to swear to love and cherish for the next four hundred years,” she teased.

Today was Kieran and I’s official union ceremony. We had put it off until after this most recent mission. We’d planned on walking up a hill together to symbolize our rising love. We’d never imagined we’d get to fly together in a traditional elvish ceremony.

“Yes, I’m very ready,” I laughed. “I think your brother is quite easy to get along with actually.”

Zarielle rolled her eyes. “He isn’t constantly teasing you and pushing you into making decisions you don’t feel ready for.”

“No, I guess not,” I agreed.

​Zarielle took a step back and examined my outfit and hair. She gave me a nod of approval and smiled. “You look perfect.”

​“Thank you.” Zarielle didn’t give compliments out often so I was over the moon that she said I looked perfect. Today was the equivalent to my wedding day, and I couldn’t be more excited for it.

​“What about you? Should I expect to attend another union ceremony soon?” I teased. She and Atreis had been seen publicly holding hands recently and they’d been arriving to dinner together too.

​“Maybe,” Zarielle blushed. “I’ve found Atreis to be even more impatient than my brother,” she laughed. “Now that the Light Bringer and I are getting closer he wants to move at lightening speed to make up for lost time.”

​That didn’t surprise me in the slightest. Atreis looked at Zarielle with as much yearning as Kieran had for me, and I remembered how much of a struggle it had been for us to remain patient.

​I was about to congratulate the princess when there was a knock at the door. Mara peeked her head inside, and smiled when she took in the sight of me.

​“It’s time. Everything’s ready.”

​It’s time. Time to be united to my mate in front of the entire kingdom.

​I followed Mara and Zarielle out of the castle and walked behind them to the snow-covered town square where my mate was waiting for me.

​Kieran looked so handsome in his black coat over his fitted suit and golden crown that matched his golden wings. He held in his hand a large mating feather that he would tie into a lock of my hair that Zarielle had braided for me just this morning.

​Zarielle moved into the crowd and stood next to Atreis who held out his hand for her and she took it.

​Mara stood with her host family and Arannis stood with Garrick and Farryn. They all looked so happy, but no one could be happier than me.

​It had been a long road to get here. I’d been tricked into coming into this world, trapped by a male who pretended to be my mate, then nearly died when that same male dragged me away from the one place I wanted to be, by Kieran’s side.

​We’d survived so much to be here today and now was our time to show our love to the world.

​I walked the cobblestone path to my mate. I could feel his excitement through the bond. He sent me yellow, and I sent him green.

​I walked until I reached my mate and placed my hands in his. He squeezed his hand around mine and I squeezed back.

​“Hi,” I whispered with a bashful smile. It was silly how nervous I felt, but today was a momentous day.

​“Hello, my love,” Kieran smiled back.

​“We call upon the goddess,” the officiant began. “to bless this union. Fate has brought these two together. Let nothing separate them again.”

​The older Nocturian woman smiled down at us. “Now you will present each other with your mating feathers.”

​Kieran had untied the mating feather I’d given him last night so I could re-tie it this morning.

​I pulled the large golden feather out of my pocket along with a string and gently wrapped it around a lock of his hair while he did the same for me. I’d never imagined we’d be tying matching gold mating feathers in each other’s hair, but here we were, doing just that.

“We bear witness,” the officant began again. “to the rising of their love as they take to the sky and rise with the sun. Let this serve as a symbol of their strength, unity, and the next chapter of their story.”

She looked down at us from her small pedestal and whispered, “go ahead,” with a bright smile on her face.

Kieran had been working on his flying skills since the night we returned from the crystal mountain, but we hadn’t flown together yet. He wanted our first flight to be this one, the one that would bind us together in front of the entire kingdom.

We took a step back from the officiant. He held my right hand while I held his left.

“Three, two, one…” he whispered and then we were off, beating our wings in perfect sync to each other.

A wide smile spread across his face as we took to the air together. His golden wings reflected the morning light casting a god-like glow onto his warm brown skin.

“I swear to protect your heart and your body,” he began. It was traditional for the couple to make their personal vows to each other as they flew up toward the sunrise.

“I will endeavor to keep a smile on your face. The joy in your heart will know no end as I keep you laughing in the day time and moaning at night.”

As a smile spread across my face, I had no doubt that he would succeed in fulfilling those vows.

“I will endeavor to be by your side for now and always,” I began. “You will never have to go through life alone again.”

His expression took on a more serious tone as I assured him he’d never face his worst fear again. He’d never be hidden in plain sight, never be locked away. Not as long as I lived.

“I love you, green meadows,” he smiled.

“I love you, my golden dandelion. The light of my life.”

I looked down at the crowd that was growing small as we flew. The snow that surrounded them gave me peace. We had two months left until the spring. We had time, and we’d enjoy it. We’d live in the moment and embrace each day we had.

We continued to fly higher and higher until we reached the clouds. The world looked so small from here. All our troubles so far away.

A strong wind pushed us forward and we rode it across the entire kingdom, side by side.

Kieran caught me looking over at him so he decided to show off by doing an elegant spin move that made him look like an ice-skater doing a triple axle in the sky.

I spotted a tall tree in the forest and challenged him to a race.

“I bet you can’t get to that tree before I can.”

The corner of his mouth turned up in a smile and a playful glint twinkled in his eye.

I closed my wings and angled my body for the tree, descending as rapidly as I could. Kieran let out a playful laugh and soon followed after me.

I kept my wings closed until the very last moment then I spread them wide and landed with little elegance, but at least I’d made it before he did.

The tree branch shook as Kieran landed next to me.

“Let’s continue the chase,” he suggested and I understood his meaning.

I ran along the tree branch and opened my wings as I jumped so I could glide onto the next. Once I landed I continued running as fast as I could. Kieran wasn’t far behind so I pumped my legs harder to go even faster.

We continued on like that running from tree to tree. I felt like a schoolgirl being chased by her crush, giggling and laughing the entire way. We ran and ran until we came to a dead end, a tree with none beside it.

Kieran pinned me against the trunk and his nostrils flared as he breathed in my scent. My need for him sprang to life and I wanted him to do so much more than simply hold me against this tree.

“I have chased you, and caught you, but what shall I do with my prize?”

“What do you want to do?” I asked playing coy. I wanted to beg him to take me, claim me, make me his over and over again, but that would end the game, and I wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.

Kieran leaned in close and whispered in a husky tone that spoke of his own desire. “You know what I want to do.”

My mate pulled up my dress and dipped his fingers underneath the waistband of my pants. He gripped my thigh then dragged his fingers slowly to my sex but at the last moment avoided touching me where I wanted him most in favor of squeezing my other thigh.

“You’re perfect in every way, Lavonna. Every inch of you is marvelous.”

Finally he moved his hand from my thigh and gently grazed my sensitive flesh. I moaned with pleasure. My breath came out in white puffs of air against the cold wind.

Kieran took notice and removed his hand from my skin. I didn’t mind the cold. I would stay out here all day if only he would keep touching me just like that.

I must have whined because my mate gazed at me with golden eyes that promised joy, mischief, and pleasure, so much pleasure.

“Don’t worry. You’ll get your satisfaction, but not out here. It’s too cold. I have somewhere much warmer in mind.”

Without another word, my mate took to the skies once again and I followed him to a cave that I hadn’t noticed before. The entrance was somewhat hidden, and unless you were actively looking for it you wouldn’t find it.

Kieran looked at me over his shoulder and beckoned me to follow. I walked behind him into the cave mouth and was greeted by warm humid air.

“What is this place?” I asked.

“It’s a hot spring,” Kieran replied.

He took my hand and led me further into the cave. We eventually came to a hot spring the size of a large hot tub and surrounding it was a basket of food, blankets, towels, and lots of candles that cast a romantic light onto the whole scene.

“Did you plan this?” I looked up at him surprised. He must have portaled this stuff over here while I was getting ready for our ceremony.

“Of course,” he smiled. “I wanted our unity day to be one you’d remember forever.”

“It’s already been unforgettable,” I said as I reached up on my tippy toes and kissed his cheek.

“Good. You’re worth so much more than what I could express.” His expression went soft and sensual as he stepped closer to me and slowly undid the tie of my wrap dress. The garment fell to the floor as he gently pushed it off my shoulders and down my arms. His fingers reverently traced my naked skin as if I were made of the softest silk.

I undid his belt and let it fall to the ground as he cupped my breasts and gently massaged them in his big hands.

Next I unbuttoned his shirt and pushed it off his shoulders as he’d done for me. He’d begun working my nipples by now and it was getting harder to concentrate on the task at hand.

“Let me get that for you,” Kieran suggested as he pulled down his pants revealing a very thick, very erect cock.

My pussy clenched at the sight of it and I suddenly felt very hollow.

“Come,” Kieran led me to the hot spring and got in first so he could help lift me over the edge.

I moaned as soon as the warm water touched my skin. Kieran stood back and watched as I dipped lower into the water, warming myself and enjoying this peaceful moment.

When I stood to my full height, the water came up to right below my breasts. Kieran took notice and smiled.

“I’m a lucky male to have a mate as beautiful as you.”

“I’m glad you like what you see,” I replied. “But when will you come to me and enjoy your mate’s body as I wish to be enjoyed.”

“You’re not a patient elf, are you?” Kieran laughed. “But that’s okay. I’m not patient either.”

The warm water sloshed as he walked toward me with an intense desire that darkned his eyes.

Once he reached me he let his hands slowly roam up my body until he reached my nipples again where he gently teased and stroked the hard tips over and over again.

As he worked my breasts he slowly kissed down my neck then licked my mating bite. Now that it had healed it was an erogenous zone all its own.

My knees grew weak as he continued to work my body in wondrous ways. I didn’t want my mate to miss out on the pleasure so I reached down and stroked his cock that I so badly wanted inside of me.

“Not yet,” he whispered as he sat down on a ledge under the water and straddled me on his lap. His cock teased my entrance but he held me up with one hand while he worked my body with the other.

The soft candle light reflected off his golden wings and the golden crown he hadn’t taken off yet.

I ran my finger along the metal causing him to look up. “My king,” I whispered.

Kieran shook his head and took the crown off his head to place it on mine. “You are my queen, but today I will worship you like a goddess.”

“Then grant your goddess this wish. Let me feel you inside of me.”

My mate smiled and released me from his grip. I breathed a sigh of relief as

I slowly slid down his cock and Kieran leaned his head back with gritted teeth as he fought against thrusting into me.

“Breathe, my love,” I teased and Kieran let out his breath with a laugh which was quickly swallowed into a moan as I lifted myself up and down his cock once again.

“You take my breath away. Every time we are together like this, it is better than the last.”

“Good,” I purred as I kissed and nibbled his bottom lip.

He worked my nipples as I continued to slowly ride him and soon I found myself getting lost in the moment too. He felt so good inside me. So thick, filling me to the brim. Each slide of his cock brought on a new wave of pleasure that was even more powerful than the last.

Warmth pooled in my belly as my orgasm began to build up with me. Kieran rested his forehead against mine and panted as he tried to hold himself in check, but my restraint was waning as well, and I needed him. I needed more.

I gripped his shoulders and rode him faster, harder. He gripped my sides and licked my mating bite sending new waves of pleasure throughout my body.

My orgasm continued to build within me. Each breath was a moan, every moment more pleasurable than the last.

Kieran could hold out no longer. He held me in place and pistoned into me at a rapid pace. His thumb found my clit and he circled that sensitive flesh over and over as he thrust his hips.

I met him thrust for thrust building up our pleasure until the orgasm within me finally snapped. A tidal wave of sensation barreled through me and Kieran threw his head back and roared.

His movements grew jerky until his body finally went limp after his long release. I eased off him and he held me gently against his chest for a long while as we enjoyed the hotspring. His fingers intertwined with mine, and I realized he was right. Our Unity Day would be one I’d never forget.




Chapter 39

Spring
















“It’s such a nice day out,” I commented as I walked arm in arm with Mara.

The winter months passed quickly by as Kieran and I both continued to train for the battle ahead. And our small inner circle of friends had dinner together almost every night. Life was nice, peaceful, perfect even.

“Spring is coming,” Mara commented. “I can feel it.”

I’d been trying to deny that fact for weeks now. The weather had slowly been getting warmer, but even so the snow never melted. Yesterday the first spring blooms poked their bell shaped petals out of the snow and I had the urge to bury them again. It was too soon. I wanted to hold onto this peace for a little longer.

“Yeah,” I sighed. “I think it’s nearly here.”

“Oh don’t be so glum. We’ll make quick work of the queen.” Mara was always so positive about things. “I’ll finally get my moment of true glory,” she smiled as if death stood before her as a long-lost friend.

“You’ll meet your moment as cautiously as possible, right?” I asked, giving her a suspicious look.

“Uh, how’s your portal magic going,” Mara quickly changed the subject. She’d never made any promises about staying safe in battle, and she wasn’t about to start now.

“It’s going alright I guess,” I shrugged my shoulders. “My portals are becoming more and more stable, but I still haven’t made one that I could actually walk through.”

“Let me see,” Mara requested. “Maybe I can help.”

“Sure.” There was no reason why not, and I could use the practice.

“I’ll try to make a portal to your house.”

“Oh, nice.” Mara rubbed her hands together in anticipation.

I closed my eyes and visualized the small Lunarkin house Mara shared with her host family. I pictured the dark blue door with the painted mural of the night sky and large full moon. It was a work of art and I always enjoyed going to their house and seeing it right as I walked through the door.

“I see it!” Mara exclaimed.

I opened my eyes and saw the portal I’d made. It was vivid and more solid than any portal I’d made before. Mara’s door was clear as day on the other side and I was sure if I reached through the purple portal door I could touch it.

The magic flowed through me freely, but there was something holding me back like a final barrier that needed to be broken, but wouldn’t budge.

I fought the urge to concentrate harder and instead let as much as the portal magic flow through me as I could.

Mara reached out her hand to test the portal, but as soon as her hand passed through it, the portal vanished.

“You were so close that time,” she frowned. “I felt the wood of my door before the portal vanished.” She looked down at her hand as she rubbed her thumb over her fingers.

“Yeah. So close, yet so far,” I lamented.

“Wow,” Mara looked up at me with a shocked expression on her face. “You’re eyes, they’re almost completely gold now.”

“Really?” They’d been getting more and more golden as the months progressed and I continued to practice my magic. Only a few flecks of my dark brown eye color remained.

“Didn’t Kieran say once your eyes were fully gold that your magic would flow more freely?”

“Yeah, that’s true,” I nodded.

“Well I’d say you’re pretty close.”

Mara’s comments gave me back a little of the confidence I’d lost after trying and failing to create a portal once again.

“Thanks,” I smiled down at her and we linked arms and continued walking along the cobblestone path through the town square. Nocturia was such a beautiful city, so vibrant and full of life.

We passed Farryn and Garrick as they were leaving the bakery. Farryn’s baby bump was beginning to show now and Garrick had become as unbearably protective of her as I’d predicted.

I waved to my old friend and mentor and he tapped his mate’s shoulder and whispered something in her ear.

Farryen looked up and waved. It wasn’t in our direction but I was happy to receive her greeting all the same.

They continued on their way and Mara and I kept walking toward the training field.

When we got to our destination Captain Revanor was putting his soldiers through their paces including Kieran. These were the soldiers who’d just gained their power crystals and Revanor had them doing a variety of exercises to get used to wielding them.

Kieran created a mighty sword along with a broad shield. He parried and blocked with the soldiers surrounding him until the captain called an end to their exercise.

“Now for the true test,” the older male announced. “You will work together to create a giant shield that will cover the entire field and everyone in it.” 

The soldiers all got into formation, one behind another, three rows deep.

“You know what to do. You share power in the same way you did before you gained your crystal’s, but now you have immeasurably more power to share.”

Revanor stood before them and commanded, “let’s see what you can do.”

The soldiers concentrated their power from the back row to the front and from there they formed a large purple dome that grew up from the middle of their formation and spread down encompassing the entire field. I took a few steps back so I could remain on the other side. It was massive, but was it strong?

I pulled out my power crystal and created a sword of light. Then Captain Revanor’s attention and asked, “may I?”

The older male smiled, “be my guest.”

I stabbed the shield with my sword and it went straight through. The soldiers gritted their teeth against the power drain my attack caused then then closed the hole.

I tried to pierce the shield again, but this time it remained unbroken.

“Can I try?” Mara asked and the captain nodded.

My Lunarkin friend took the axe she kept holstered on her belt and swung. The weapon bounced back and the shield stood strong.

Revanor smiled in approval. “Very good!” He complimented the squadron. “You may drop the shield.”

The soldiers did so and Kieran approached me with a wide smile on his face.

“Checking in on me?” he teased. “Maybe,” I teased back. “I wanted to see the mighty golden-winged elf in action.”

“And what conclusions did you make? Am I sufficient?”

“You’re more than sufficient,” I pulled him down by the collar of his jacket and he happily met my lips in a brief kiss.

“I want to take you for a ride,” he said after he pulled away.

“Kieran, not so loud,” I chastised him as I looked around to see who might have heard him. I was shocked at his boldness. He was usually such a prude in public.

“Not like that,” his ears turned a dark brown in embarrassment. “I mean, take you for a ride on a shadow horse. The weather has warmed up enough for a ride.”

There was an urgency in Kieran’s tone that had been there ever since the weather started to warm. He knew our time of peace was ending. Even if we defeated the queen, many soldiers would likely die in the process. Then we would have the long journey of rebuilding the kingdom ahead of us.

“Let’s do it,” I grinned up at him. A bright smile spread across his face and he opened a portal to somewhere deep in the forest, where the inky darkness wasn’t as prominent.

“You call a shadow horse in much the same way that you’d call upon the forest spirits that guard this territory,” he explained.

“Close your eyes and listen to the forest around you, every bird call, every hoof beat, every sway of the branches in the wind.”

I did as he said and listened to the world around me.

“Now using your mind’s eye, search the forest for the shadow creatures that live alongside us.”

I concentrated again on the forest until I could sense the animals scampering by. Their images became more clear in my mind the longer I sought them out. A squirrel ran behind us, birds flew overhead, and there were horses grazing in a clearing nearby.

Each animal had its own shadow. It followed the animals movements but it was its own separate thing. Here in Nocturia a shadow wasn’t just a shadow.

I concentrated on the horse and the silhouette that trailed behind and called it forth to me. The horse kept moving but the shadow did not. It stopped and looked up at me. Then to my surprise it trotted over in my direction.

“Open your eyes, my love,” Kieran whispered in my ear and I did as he suggested.

I gasped as the horse I’d seen in my mind's eye now stood before me. Its entire being was made of shadow but when I reached out to pet it, I found it was as solid as any other living thing in the forest.

Its fur was soft and its muscles twitched under my fingers as I petted it.

​“This is amazing,” I breathed.

​“Would you like to go for a ride?” Kieran asked.

​“Is it safe?” If this were a wild horse I wasn’t sure I wanted to ride it.

​“If a shadow creature chooses to come to you then it views you as a friend. The horse gave you permission to ride it the moment it appeared before you.”

​“Oh, that’s so kind,” I complimented the horse. “Thank you.”

​“Come on, I’ll help you up,” Kieran easily hoisted me up on the horse and stayed by my side until I was secure. He jumped on behind me and lightly tapped the horse’s hindquarters with his boot.

​We traveled through the forest in a slow peaceful trot.

“How do you get it to turn?” I asked.

“You speak to it in the same way you called it forth.”

“That sounds easy enough,” I commented.

“Try it,” Kieran encouraged.

Head toward the clearing up ahead, I commanded and the horse turned in that direction.

“Wow,” I breathed. “This is so much easier than riding a regular horse.”

“Indeed,” Kieran laughed.

We maintained our slow trot toward the clearing and I leaned against my mate and he wrapped his arms around me.

“How do you call a forest guardian? I didn’t see any.” I asked.  

“No? They’re out there.” Kieran assured me. “Try again, but this time look to the shadow cast by the mountain or the river.”

​I looked again with my mind’s eye and concentrated on the shadow of the mountain. Nothing moved at first, but then as I kept looking, I saw a very large eye blink.

​“It takes a lot of power to call forth a guardian,” Kieran added. “They do not wish to be disturbed.”

​“I see,” I nodded and opened my eyes. The forest guardians had come forth when Elio attacked Nocturia. Kieran had called on them and they came to our aid. I hoped we wouldn’t need to call on them again.

​Daylight seeped in through the trees as we approached the clearing. The sun was especially bright today and I had to shield my eyes as we briefly left the protection of the forest.

​I felt Kieran stiffen behind me and a tremor of fear traveled through our bond.

​As my eyes adjusted I saw what had frightened him so much. This clearing was completely green. The snow had completely melted until the warmth of the sun.

​“No,” Kieran cursed. “Not yet. Please not yet.”

​“Maybe Farryn was wrong. Maybe the queen won’t come.” It was a long shot but it was also the only hope I had to hold onto.

​Kieran didn’t answer. He only shook his head. He knew better. Farryn had never been wrong. Not once. Not ever. Even when she was captured, she’d know it was a possibility.

​“We should get back,” he suggested and I commanded the horse to take us to the edge of the forest.

​We were only halfway there when a soldier riding a shadow horse of his own stopped us.

​“Please forgive me, your majesty, but I have an urgent message,” the soldier rushed out his words emphasizing the urgency he’d spoken of.

​“Speak,” Kieran commanded. “What brought you here with such haste?”

​“She’s here. The Queen of Luminaria is marching through the southern woods as we speak.”

​Kieran turned to the south and a grieved expression spread across his face. “So it begins.”




Chapter 40

All Good Things…
















​Kieran portaled us directly to our room where we donned our battle armor. I shoved the red crystal fragments I’d found all those months ago into a secret pocket I’d had sewn into my pants.

​Once I was fully armed I glanced over at Kieran, who looked ready for war. Black armor covered him from head to toe, but he wore no helmet. Despite the danger of leaving his head exposed he couldn’t get past the trauma of it. He’d never hide his face again. No matter the danger that put him in.

​“Here,” he said as he pulled on the strap that connected my shoulder piece to my breastplate. “This should be tighter.”

​“Kieran,” I whispered as he fussed over my armor. This would be our last moment alone together before the battle began. “I love you.”

​“Don’t do that,” he chastised me. “I love you with all my heart, with my entire being, but we will not say our goodbyes.”

​A tear streamed down my face and he gently wiped it away.

​“I’m scared.” I’d faced many challenges but none like this. None that threatened our entire kingdom. Farryn had stopped answering our questions about her vision. All she’d say was that the queen was coming and to be prepared, but the fact that she’d never say if we won made me nervous.

​“At the end of all this, I’m going to take you to a place my people call the purple paradise. You know why they call it that?” he asked as he cupped my cheek in his hand.

​I shook my head not trusting my voice.

​“Because in the spring there’s a lagoon that houses a rare magical fish. Some say it’s the last of its kind. The magic in this fish turns the water purple and the flowers that used to bloom white every spring, now bloom into a beautiful lavender. It’s so beautiful, just like you, and I’m going to take you there. Okay?”

​“Okay,” I nodded, trying my hardest not to cry. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to fight again. Hadn’t we done enough? Hadn’t Kieran and I paid our dues? What more did this world want from us before we could finally rest?

​“No goodbyes,” he said as he held me close. “Not from you. Not yet.”

​“No goodbyes,” I repeated his words.

​“We’re going to fight, and we’re going to win,” he said in a confident tone. “Let’s go meet the others,” he encouraged and held out his hand for me and I took it.

​He could have portaled us to the battlement where our inner circle of friends waited for their King, but instead we walked up the stairs hand-in-hand. We had so little time left and he wasn’t going to waste a moment we could spend together.

​Once we made it to the top he opened the heavy wooden door for me. Mara, Atreis, Zarielle, Garrick, Farryen, and Arannis were all there waiting for us.

​Kieran approached them with the confidence of a king, head held high, shoulders back, chest out. “Are they ready?”

​“Yes,” Garrick acknowledged. “The calvary is ready to go on your command, the archers are in place, and the infantry are waiting inside the gates to be unleashed if we should need them.”

​“Very good,” Kieran nodded.

​“Do you all know your roles? Zari, you’re with the archers, Mara and Atreis are with the infantry, Garrick you’ll ride out with me and the calvary.”

​He turned to me and hesitated before giving the order we’d both agreed on, “You’ll stay here and join my squadron in making a shield if the gates should fall.”

​“I will join those who can’t fight in the great hall,” Farryn announced. Garrick looked pained. I’m sure he wanted nothing more than to fly his mate far away from here.

​“Thank you,” Kieran acknowledged her comment. “Those in the great hall will find peace knowing the seer is with them.”

​“Arannis,” he turned his attention to his friend and advisor. “You will join her and be ready to aid in an escape plan should it come to that.”

​His advisor nodded his head and offered his arm to Farryn and together they walked back into the castle.

​Garrick’s shoulders grew more tense with each step she took and the pain lines that used to crease his face in the citadel returned.

​“She will be safe,” Kieran assured him.

​“I hope so. She told me over and over again that she’d be waiting for me in the great hall. She promised me we’d be together after this battle, but I still don’t like it.”

​“None of us do,” Kieran assured him as he glanced at me.

​“Have you ever considered just flying off with her? Fleeing even if she doesn’t want to?” Mara asked out of curiosity.

​“I did,” he grumbled and crossed his arms over his check. “A few weeks ago I asked my Lunarkin neighbor to help me pack our things. I figured since he was a Lunarkin Farryn wouldn’t see my plans in her visions.”

​“What happened?” I asked, surprised by Garrick’s confession.

​“She figured it out anyway,” he frowned.

​“How?” Mara asked.

​“When she went to brush her hair that night she noticed her brush was missing. So she checked the house for other necessities and discovered they were missing too. She said she’d stay at the castle until the battle was over unless I put everything back. Then she hid my power crystal from me for three days after that. She knew I wouldn’t try to flee with her if I didn’t have it.”

​“She’s a smart elf,” I complimented.

​“I know,” Garrick grumbled.

​“That was a good plan though,” Mara tried to cheer him up.

​“Not good enough,” he mumbled under his breath.

​I took one final look at those I considered my closest friends. I’d see them again. I reassured myself. We’re going to fight and we’re going to win.

​“Let’s get this over with,” Kieran growled and our inner circle dispersed. Mara squeezed my hand as she walked past me, and Kieran leaned down to give me one final kiss before descending the stairs to where he’d mount his horse below.

​I stayed on the battlement where I could see the battle. I was to remain as a last resort. If all our attempts to keep the queen at bay fail, then I would join Kieran and his squadron in shielding the entrance while Kieran opened a portal for his people to escape. Let it not come to that. I prayed.

​I watched from my place of safety as Kieran rode out with his calvary to meet the queen. His golden wings were a point of pride and hope for his soldiers, but today they just painted a target on his back. A target he did not need.

​I could just barely see the Queen in her golden armor through the trees. Her undead soldiers march out ahead of her like an evil horde of rats ready to infect our kingdom.

​The trumpet blew and everyone on both sides stopped.

​A messenger bearing the black Nocturian flag with the image of a golden moon and stars sewn into it approached the queen with Kieran’s message of peace.

​I doubted it would work but we had to try for diplomacy before we resorted to war.

The Queen’s army made way for the messenger and his horse and he got all the way up to her chariot before she drew her sword and struck him down before he could utter a single word.

That was it. The battle had begun.

A pair of golden wings led the calvary through the undead horde. Many of the queen’s deadly blooms fell, but so did many of our own soldiers.

The calvary had made a dent in her forces giving me hope in our cause.

Kieran turned around and rode back through her army. He and his soldiers took down as many of the undead as they could as they rode back to the Nocturian stronghold. There had been a thousand enemy soldiers riding out with the queen, but they were down to half that now.

The Queen’s guard along with the undead army charged our calvary, but as soon as the last Nocturian soldier crossed past our archers, Zarielle commanded her troops to fire.

Dark arrows flooded the sky and descended on the enemy like hot blades of wrath. The archers drew their bows over and over again, striking down Seraphyne and undead soldiers alike.

​There were so few Seraphyne riding with the queen’s army which felt strange to me. Why keep your most talented soldiers at home?

Her undead soldiers lumbered forward with an awkward gait, and wielded their swords with slow, but steady precision.

​Zarielle and her archers kept shooting at the enemy and one by one they fell like weeds wilting to the ground.

​Hope rose in my chest as we thinned the enemy down to the seraphyne surrounding the queen’s chariot, but as she drew closer she did not look afraid. She didn’t even look bothered.

​The queen rode in on a gold-plated open chariot. She covered herself in golden armor up to her neck, but even from here I could see black veins were creeping up her jaw line. She’d done something to herself. She was transforming into something else, something more sinister, more vile.

Elio rode in a chariot right behind hers. Guards flanked him on either side but he stood stiffly like a prisoner instead of a prince.

As the last of the queen’s undead army fell, she held up a fist and her chariot stopped.

We’d done it. Whatever fears Farryn had about this battle must have been wrong. Maybe that’s why she told us so little. She knew we’d over prepare and look at us now. We’d won!

Kieran rode back out onto the field, but didn’t dare get close enough for her or her guards to touch him.

“Do you yield?” He shouted. “Your army has fallen and the few guards you have left will do little against my army.”

“Yield?” she questioned in her haughty voice. “I see no reason to yield.”

“I do not wish to slaughter your soldiers, but I will if you take one more step toward my kingdom,” Kieran warned.

“You are a small-minded male just like your father. He couldn’t see through my plans and it looks like neither can you.”

The queen ignored Kieran and looked around the clearing at the dead bodies surrounding her. She’d given them a life and a will, her will. But now they were truly dead. The soldiers we’d slain when Elio attacked never came back to life. Without the queen’s cursed plants or transfer crystals they’d never reanimate again.

Or at least that’s what I thought…

The queen looked up and gave one simple command.

“RISE!”

A thousand soldiers rose to their feet once again, and the black veins on her neck grew darker. They rose from her jaw to her cheeks and her eyes turned red.

She was giving them her power somehow. She was draining herself to give them life, but I didn’t understand how or why such an act didn’t kill her.

The queen of light looked to the forest and gave a new command.

“COME FORWARD!”

A thousand more undead soldiers poured in on either side. She’d kept them hidden in our dark forest to let us believe we’d won.

“Get out of there, Kieran!” I shouted with all my might.

My mate turned and ran just in time to avoid being trampled underfoot. He and the archers flew back behind the wall.

No wonder she didn’t need a talented army. Who needed that when they had soldiers who couldn’t be killed? She must have dug up nearly every grave in her kingdom to accomplish this. All those people, robbed of a chance to rest in peace.

What could we do against two thousand unkillable soldiers?

Kieran gave the order for the infantry to charge the army.

“Keep them busy,” he commanded Captain Revanor.

“Yes, sir,” the captain bowed and opened the gates.

The princess joined me on the battlement.

“There’s so many of them,” she said between panting breaths. “So many soldiers that can’t be killed.”

I looked out onto our infantry, our last hope, and watched as they raised their swords against this unwavering foe.

Mara fought next to Atreis who was limited in what he could do with his light power. If he created too big of an explosion he’d take out just as many Nocturians as the undead. He had to focus his light on one soldier at a time.

Mara wielded her axe as if she were born for battle. She moved like a fish in the sea, smooth, quick, deadly.

The other soldiers banded together to share power and produced a giant sword that cut through ten enemy attackers at a time.

Revanor struck one down that had gotten too close to his squad. He hit him along the neck and cracked the red crystal with his sword.

The queen’s attention narrowed in on him as if she felt that loss of power herself.

“RISE!” she commanded, but the undead soldier did not.

That was it. Whatever the queen had done, she was connected to them through the red crystals.

Captain Revanor realized this too.

“The red crystals! Break th-”

A golden spear shot through the older male’s heart. He stared down at it in shock before he fell to his knees.

The queen’s hand was still raised in a throwing position. She’d thrown that spear herself with a power she should not be able to possess.

“No.” The word came out as a whisper. The captain had given his life to the royal family, not just in battle but in mentorship as well.

“Revanor!” Mara cried out. She

“Please!” she screamed. “Don’t die! You can’t die!”

Revanor reached for her hand and she took it in her own. His mouth moved but I was too far away to hear his last words.

His hand dropped from Mara’s and his body went limp.

“No!” my friend cried out, but the undead did not care that the captain had died. They still came anyway. So Mara wiped her tears and rose to fight again.

Our soldiers were not as strong as my Lunarkin friend and many fell at an alarming rate, but the queen’s soldiers weren’t falling at all.

Kieran called for a retreat and five soldiers joined Mara in carrying Revanore back behind the wall.

Zarielle and I flew down to where the others were and I threw my arms around my friend.

“He’s dead,” Mara said, stone faced and hollow. “She killed him.”

“I know,” I moved my hand up and down her back to sooth her.

I looked up and found Kieran standing next to me giving more orders to his soldiers.

“It’s the red crystals,” I interrupted him.

He stopped mid sentence and gave me his full attention.

“That’s how she’s reviving them,” I continued. “If you break the crystals you break the connection.”

“We’ll keep that in mind, but I fear we’re too late,” Kieran admitted.

“We are too few now. Too many soldiers have fallen.”

“What are your orders, sir?” Atreis stood in for Revanor ready to lead in his place.

A thunderous sound rattled our ears and the iron gates shook. The queen had brought out a battering ram. We held our breath and I could feel the hope draining out of every soul around me as the battering ram hit our gates again.

“Retreat,” Kieran answered. He breathed in deep and then opened a portal door bigger than any one I’d ever seen him make before. It was ten feet wide and eight feet tall.

“Silvervain,” Mara said as she stared in wonder at the home of her people.

“The queens said we could retreat here if it came to that,” Kieran informed us. “And I believe it has.”

“Garrick, tell Arannis to send everyone this way,” Garrick nodded and started to walk away when Kieran held him by the shoulder. “You have fought well. Take Farryn and go directly to the Lunarkin queens. Tell them what has happened here.”

“Thank you, your majesty,” Garrick bowed, then ran toward his mate.

“Zari, sound the trumpet. Everyone in the kingdom must be warned that we are leaving.”

His sister nodded and flew off to fulfill his orders.

“Mara, go through the portal and set up a place for the injured soldiers to be cared for. The healers should be there shortly.”

“Yes, sir,” her voice was wet with tears but she stood bravely and helped carry the late Captain onto the sandy shores of her home land.

A loud crack echoed across the courtyard as the iron gate gave way under the pressure of the battering ram.

“The shield!” Kieran yelled and his squadron ran to the gates and worked together to form a shield right as the iron structure crumbled.

I joined them to strengthen the shield and felt the next blow of the battering ram as it shook through my bones.

More soldiers joined to lend their power as Nocturians filed through Kieran’s portal into safety. Garrick and Farryn were among some of the first to pass through. My friend and trainer looked to me and nodded right before he stepped through carrying the seer in his arms.

​Kieran continued to hold the portal open. He was powerful, his golden wings were a testament to exactly how powerful he was, but even he could grow weak under the pressure of holding such a large door open for such a long time.

​It didn’t take long for most of the kingdom to flee through the portal but even so, there were still hundreds of people left.

​The soldiers holding the shield were growing weaker as well. I could feel their power draining with each strike of the ram.

​Sweat dripped off my own brow as the relentless attacks of the queen began to wear on me as well.

​My attention turned to Kierean as his body swayed from side to side and his portal began to fade.

​“I ca- I can’t hold it any longer.” he said right before he collapsed to the ground.

​“Kieran!” I ran to my mate and held his head on my lap.

​“I just need to rest a minute,” he confessed, but his voice was weak and he could barely keep his eyes open. He needed more than just a simple rest.

​A line of people had gathered where the portal once was, and at the front was a woman holding a crying baby with black and white wings.

​“Shh, shh. It’s alright. It’s going to be alright,” the mom soothed her child but the fear in her eyes as she looked at her king on the ground said otherwise.

​I gently rested Kieran’s head back on the ground and stood. He was not the only one with portal magic. I could do this. I had to do this.

​I closed my eyes, calmed my breathing and pictured the Silvervain shores I’d seen through Kieran’s portal.

​I can do this. I breathed in deep and connected to the power that I’d struggled with for months.

​I’d never been to Silvervain, but Mara was there. I pictured her, clung to her energy and suddenly a very clear picture of a medical tent came into view.

​I heard a gasp and opened my eyes. My portal door was taking shape. I just needed it to be clearer, sturdy.

​I breathed again, closed my eyes, and reached down deep within me. I felt the need to search for something. Something that was both ancient and new. I found a golden door within myself that matched my golden eyes, and I opened it.

​Suddenly waves of power flowed through me like a torrent and the portal magic I’d been struggling with for so long suddenly sprung to life.

​I opened my eyes to a world cast in gold. My eyes must be glowing. A tear streamed down my face as Mara stood on the other side of the door and held out her hand for the mom at the front of the line.

​The woman held her baby close and tentatively stepped toward the door.

​“It’s alright,” Mara assured her and the woman took her hand and stepped through.

​Relief flooded through me. I’d done it. I’d finally tapped into the portal magic that had eluded me for so long.

​Nocturians started to walk through the portal and as the minutes passed Kieran began to regain some of his strength.

​He stirred beside me and groaned as he rose to his feet. I heard a gasp and witnessness a bright smile spread across my mate’s face.

​“Hey there golden eyes. I knew you could do it.”

​Our moment of victory was short lived as the feet of the soldiers beside me slid back five inches as the battering ram heaved another big push against our shield.

​“I’m going to use what power I have left to call upon the forest spirits,” Kieran informed me.

​People continued to file through my portal door. The end of the line was in sight, but also so far away. If Kieran couldn’t convince the forest guardians to rise from their resting places, those that remained wouldn’t stand a chance.

​“Come on!” I shouted at the people who were left. “Run! We don’t have much time left!”

​The battering ram swung against the shield and one of the soldiers collapsed to the ground. He’d given all he had and now without his strength the shield would grow even weaker.

​“Ahh!” Kieran held his head in his hands as he fell to one knee. He looked up at me with tear filled eyes and shook his head. He’d tried and failed to call forth the forest guardians. Our final hope.

​A large crack sounded from behind me and I turned to find the purple shield collapsing. The Nocturians who had been holding it in place fell to the ground as the magic faded entirely.

​“We’ve run out of time!” I shouted. “We have to go, now!”

​Kieran nodded his head and gave the command for the last of his fighters to flee through the portal. There were still people left, but they’d turned back toward the city. They knew the portal would be closing and decided to find a different route of escape.

​Kieran was the last one left in the courtyard. “You have to go, too,” he said.

​“Right after you,” I signaled for him to walk through the door.

​“I…” Kieran looked around at the people who were fleeing and shook his head. “I can’t. I have to give my people a fighting chance to escape.”

​Grief ripped through me as I understood his meaning. He was going to stay and I had to go.

​“You’re spent, Kieran. You’ve got nothing left. You have to go,” I pleaded with him. If he stayed behind he would die. There was no doubt about that.

​“I am the king. I have to try,” he admitted. His voice was watery but he stood tall and confident like the king I knew him to be.

I could feel my heart breaking inside my chest. This was the end. I might never see him again.

“I understand,” I sobbed into my mates chest and he held me close one final time.

“I’ll see you soon, my love.” Kieran kissed my forehead and sent me yellow and I sent him green.

I held onto him for as long as I could. The queen’s soldiers were closing in on our position. It wouldn’t be much longer until they reached the courtyard where we stood.

I wanted to hold him for an eternity. This wasn’t fair. We’d had so little time together, and now it was all coming to an end.

I clutched the front of his armor and made him bend down so I could say one final thing. One final goodbye.

Kieran bent low enough for me to say something in his ear.

“Forgive me,” I whispered, and pushed him through my portal.

“No!!!!!” He screamed and reached for me, but it was too late. I closed the portal around him and fell to my knees. He was safe. He would live.

“I’m so sorry,” I sobbed. “I’m so so sorry.”

Tears streamed down my face and I could feel Kieran’s terror and grief and utter despair ripping through him bit by bit.

Heavy foot falls echoed through the gates as the undead soldiers drew closer.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered one final time to no one but myself. Kieran would not hear my apologies unless I lived, and I would live. I would see him again.

I rose to my feet with my sword made of darkness and light in one hand and my shield in the other. I sliced through the soldier whose sword had been raised against me. I sliced through his neck, right through that red crystal that gave the queen control over his body.

I heard a scream and looked up to find the queen holding her head in anguish. Good.

I fought two more soldiers slicing through their red crystals and laying them to rest one final time.

I stood behind my shield’s protection and opened my mind’s eye to the shadow creatures that lived in the forest and the mountain.

If I was going to make it out of this alive, I needed their help.

I found the one sleeping against the mountain. I called for it, but it did not rise. I called again but it ignored me.

I pulled all the power I had within myself, every bit of energy, every drop of might, and screamed, “YOU WILL COME FORTH! YOU WILL HEED MY CALL!”

The spirit’s eyes opened and she stared directly into my soul.

“I have awoken,” she spoke softly into my mind and rose.

I’d been weakened by using so much portal magic, and now I’d spent nearly everything I had left calling upon the spirits to come to my aid.

I took a step but my knees wobbled and I fell to the ground.

“Must. Keep. Going.” I said through gritted teeth. I clung to the wall and leaned against it for support.

The queen’s soldiers were striking at my shield and it was weakening quickly. My vision grew blurry as I tried to focus on keeping it up.

I needed to open a portal. I needed to get out of here.

I let my portal magic flow through me, but there was so little of it left. A wail escaped me when the best I could do was make a tiny portal door no bigger than my fist.

The crunch of bones bombarded drew my attention back to the courtyard, and I looked up and smiled. The forest spirit was here. She’d come, and the undead soldiers were no match for her strength.

The edge of my vision began to darken as I continued to hold my shield around me. Time was running out. If all I could do was make this small portal, then I needed to make it count.

I focused on him, my love, my heart song, the yellow to my green, and there he was.

He was flying. I nearly laughed. Silvervain was days away from here, but he refused to give up. Kieran would crawl to me if he had no other way to reach me.

If I could hold on, maybe hide out somewhere, he would come. He would find me and take me somewhere safe.

But I couldn’t hold on any longer. I fell to my knees again and found it hard to even sit up.

I was spent. I needed to do this one last thing before my strength ran out entirely.

I opened that little portal again and focused on Kieran’s hands. His warm brown hands that I knew too well. Hands that had comforted me, brought me peace, brought me pleasure. Hands that had saved me. Hands that kept me from falling.

“Goodbye, my love,” I whispered as I pressed my power crystal into his palm and gave into the dark unconsciousness that threatened to take me under.

My shield fell and the enemy soldiers grew closer.

“Hault!” I heard a voice shout. It was both loud and faint and I knew I was on the very edge of consciousness.

I waited to be sliced open from every angle. So many soldiers surrounded me that it wouldn’t take long for death to come. But the enemy did not advance. They made no move to strike me down with their swords.

Instead, footsteps echoed along the cobblestone and with my blurred vision I saw golden armor stained red.

“Well, well, well. What do we have here?” I’d know that voice anywhere. Even as close to death as I was, I knew that voice.

It was the queen who stood over me, which meant the person next to her must be her son. The male who I once called mate.

“Let her go. We don’t need her.” The confidence in his voice was gone. He sounded like a shell of his former self and I had to wonder what had happened in that palace while I was gone.

“Nonsense.  I grew my deadly booms, and you grew this strong flower. We will take her back and you will pluck her when the time is right.”

​“As you wish,” he gave into his mother’s demands.

​Rough hands hoisted me up and placed me in the queen’s carriage. Then the world went black.

When I woke up again, I was chained to a wall and very, very thirsty.

I looked up and found Elio, unchained, sitting across from me against the cell bars. He looked tired, disheveled, and weak.

Dark circles under his eyes replaced the youthful glow he used to have. His arrogance, confidence, and even the light that used to shine from within as the prince of the city of light were all gone.

I moved my leg which caused a chain to drag across the floor.

Elio looked up and met my eyes with his. He tipped his head in an empty gesture of respect and said, “Welcome back to hell.”







THE END.

























Author's note

Thank you so much for reading Rising Darkness! I hope you enjoyed book 2 in the Light & Dark series. Lavonna's story will continue on in the third and final book of the series, Burning Dawn. I don't have a release date for that book yet, but it's in the works!




If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. Reviews are one of the best ways to help other readers find my books!




And a special thank you to my amazing beta team - Beth E, Katie H, and Ellie for the amazing book cover! 
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