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  Many years ago, the mortals of Arcania succumbed to a deadly plague.


  The illness spread throughout the land, killing nearly all of those in its wake—save the one who started it.


  Caitlin, a magical being born of half-blood to the Guardians, surrendered to the power within her the day she met Dillon. With one touch, a touch she knew was best left unfulfilled, the desperate cravings her kind received in exchange overtook her mind, body, and soul. 


  She became crazed, delirious with her own strengths and abilities, and when Dillon in turn rejected her for the power he had awakened, she decimated the fragile lands which he, a mortal, walked upon. No man, woman, or child was safe, and within days of her wrath having been unleashed, those who were not of a higher power perished under the weight of her magic.


  The Guardians, having witnessed this barbaric act of genocide, knew she needed to be stopped. If not, the world they had created over a millennium ago would implode upon itself, as there would be no one left to sustain its life-force. For Arcania’s core was fueled by the inner strengths those very mortals possessed. They were the keys.


  Deciding that the only way to stop her was by capture and banishment, they created a being of great power—one who was pure, a direct descendant of the three full-blood Guardians—to implement the task. For the only being who could hope to succeed was one of absolute power. The Hierophant. 


  Sent down to the desolate wastelands that remained, he was instructed to wait at the heart of the land—the Gorge where the Twelve Lakes met. That was where the army of the Guardians would appear. They, together, would help to defeat Caitlin, who was high on the power of all those who’d fallen around her. 


  It is rumored to have taken months to overthrow Caitlin, and once she was exiled, a new order was dictated.


  The Hierophant was to remain as a link between the mortals and Guardians, and from there on out, he would be the one to rule over all the land and name the Empress who would govern it. She, in turn, would be given an amulet that could be welded against any being of his kind should it ever come to this again.  


  The soldiers were to stay behind also, for their powers enabled them to entice the mortals, and the Guardians knew they would be vital in the repopulation of Arcania. Their kind had been wandering amongst the people for decades—a mystery of sorts. It wasn’t until the battle that the mortals were made aware that those marked by the Guardians had a very specific name—one that encompassed their very actions and abilities.


  From that day forward, they would be known as the sensualeers.
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  Arcania 


  Past…


  



  The sun was shining and filtering through the branches of the tall trees as Maeve ran down the grassy bank of the Hei Falls. 


  She loved this place. It was a magical little hideaway she and her three siblings had found when they were young children. 


  It was on the West bank between two tall Sequoias, and when they stepped in between them, they emerged inside an old, crumbling ruin. They’d since made this spot their own, bringing blankets and other knickknacks in order to make it more…theirs.


  Today was different, however. 


  She was no longer a child, but a young woman, and she was not meeting all of her siblings. She was meeting only one—Seraphine.


  She’d seen her just this morning, when her sister had been practicing her magic, and while Maeve had been climbing out of bed, she’d scared her half to death by appearing at the foot of it.


  Sera hadn’t actually been there in the room with her, but the image she’d been projecting was clear enough, as was the message she’d given Maeve to meet her here today.


  So there she was, racing along the bank and wondering what it could be.  


  Was it something about tomorrow eve? No, that could not have been it. If anyone would have been told of anything regarding tomorrow’s ceremony, it would have been her.


  She was, after all, the guest of honor.


  When she finally reached the top of the small hill, Maeve stepped between the two trees and appeared in front of her sister.


  “Maeve,” Sera greeted with a grin as she hurried forward and reached for her with gloved hands. “You’re finally here.”


  Maeve smiled and let her sister lead her over to the long, wooden bench they had sat on as children while reading of faraway lands for hours at a time. 


  It was peaceful there, and it was a place she loved to escape to. She often still came down with her writing paper and quill, but today, it seemed that Sera was using it for discretion—no one would find them there.


  “So? What is so exciting you couldn’t wait until I awoke to come find me?”


  Sera sat and urged her to do the same. Then she sank her top teeth into her bottom lip and appeared nervous, which had Maeve giving her fingers a light squeeze.


  “What is it?” she asked with a soft laugh. “You can tell me.”


  Sera glanced around as if she were checking to make sure they were alone, and then she turned back and confessed, “I’m in love.”


  The words were said on a rush of air. It was clear she’d been keeping this to herself, not wanting anyone else to know. But with all of the commotion in the castle over the last few days leading up to the ceremony, Sera had had no choice but to wait. But now, it was as if she were finally free of a burden she’d been carrying around. 


  Maeve scooted in closer to her side and looked into her sister’s deep-blue eyes. She knew that Sera struggled with being different, but Maeve was also convinced that she was destined to be just as happy as the rest of them.


  “You are? Tell me about him. Who is he?”


  Sera twisted around so their knees were bumping and grinned even wider—if that were possible. “He is one of the Imperial Guards.”


  Maeve couldn’t help her excited laugh as she asked, “Have you told him yet?” 


  “No,” Sera replied, shaking her head adamantly. 


  “Why ever not?”


  “You know why, Maeve.”


  Maeve let her eyes move to the gloves Sera was wearing. They were always in place to protect those around her and cover the marking below. An intricate vine weaved up from the golden tip of her index finger and followed the veins in her forearm all the way to her shoulder, which was currently covered by her dress.


  “No man is going to want…what I am.”


  “That’s not true,” Maeve said, instantly jumping to her defense. “Any man would be lucky to have you. This…” She paused and touched her finger to the glove. “This is who you are, Sera. In fact, if truth be told, it enhances your appeal. It doesn’t diminish it.”


  Sera pulled her hands from hers and turned away. “That’s easy for you to say, Maeve. You aren’t the one who is marked or the one who lives with the stigma of a crazed Empress. You know that mortals fear my kind. That’s why we hide from them what we are.”


  The silence that hung between them was heavy and full of so many unshared emotions that neither really knew where to go from there. Maeve wanted to offer encouragement and support, but she wasn’t sure it was what Sera needed.


  “Are you nervous for tomorrow?” Sera asked.


  Tomorrow… She’d managed to push it aside for a few minutes. 


  Maybe that was why she was so excited to hear more of Sera’s newfound love, because tomorrow, she would be given hers. 


  A man chosen by someone other than herself. 


  Decided by the Guardians, fate, or whatever you wanted to call it.


  Tomorrow, the Hierophant would name her ayon.


  “Yes,” she finally answered. “I am nervous. But this is what has been done for years, and it’s my duty to be next as the firstborn female.”


  Her sister nodded but said nothing, so Maeve kept talking.


  “Sera, I think you should tell him how you feel. I know, if I had the choice and felt as you do, I would. If he is meant to love you, and you him, then the Guardians would not let him ridicule you.”


  Maeve watched her as she mulled over her words and then stood.


  “Perhaps you are right,” she agreed, beginning to pace across the grass. “I will tell him after the ceremony. He’ll be there.”


  Maeve stood also and, once again, clasped both of her sister’s hands in her own. “I think that’s a wonderful idea. Just think—by tomorrow eve, we shall both know what our fates will be.”


  Sera sighed, seemingly more relaxed now that her decision was made clear, as they walked over to the Sequoias. “Indeed, sister. I believe we shall.”


  



  * * *


  



  The time was upon her. 


  It was the night of the Ascension.


  Maeve looked herself over in the full-length mirror and wondered what the night would bring. Her raven-black hair had been gathered in a loose, knotted bun at the nape of her neck and had varying shades of turquoise sapphires pinned throughout. The blue and green hues sparkled under the glow of the firelight and matched the jewel-colored tones of her elaborate gown. 


  Every panel had been intricately stitched by the handmaidens of L’Mere. They took great pride in their work and the fact that they were touching the next Empress’s attire. 


  A crisscross of lacing held the bodice together and was secured at the base of her spine with silk ribbons, which were tied in an elaborate bow. The back of the garment was a flourish of the finest materials, decorated with the feathers of a peacock and gemstones of their land. Altogether, the ensemble was breathtaking.


  She gently ran her hands down the front of the material and wondered again if she would feel different come tomorrow. But there’d be no way of knowing until the night was over, so it was best to go and do what needed to be done. 


  There was a soft knock at her bedroom door, and as she looked at it in the reflection of her mirror, she spotted her sister Sera poking her dark-haired head inside.


  “Good eve to you, Empress.”


  Maeve turned and gave her younger sister a smile. “Don’t call me that, Sera. It’s not my title to use.”


  Sera made her way into the room and ran her eyes down over her gown. “Maybe not yet, but in several hours, you will be the crowned Empress of Arcania, and standing beside you will be your Emperor. Your ayon.”


  Maeve clasped her hands in front of herself and nervously twisted her fingers. It wasn’t so much the ruling of the land that had her worried, but that of her ayon being named. 


  As the firstborn female of the Imperial Family, she was destined to ascend and rule. 


  She was also destined to be paired.


  “Oh, come now, Maeve. You know as well as I that the Empress is paired with her ayon because they are two halves of a whole—they are one. That’s why they work to rule the land. The second he is named, your connection will be forged.”


  She did know that. It was common knowledge throughout Arcania, documented in the scrolls. But learning about it and knowing it was to be her fate were completely different experiences.


  “Mother did not have an ayon.”


  Sera reached out to her and touched one of the curls bouncing by her cheek. “Yes, but Mother was selected to once again purify the bloodline. The Guardians chose her to have the four of us. She made that sacrifice, and in the end…”


  “I know,” Maeve whispered, thinking of their mother, who had just recently passed. “She went mad.”


  There was a somber air about the room as they reflected on all that she had gone through. It was believed that she had played an integral role in their race’s survival by sacrificing herself—a role they had yet to understand or see as necessary.


  All they knew was that the Hierophant had recently begun talking of change, and people were starting to wonder what exactly it was he could see. But no more information was forthcoming—only time would reveal all.


   “I do not believe that he would have allowed her death to be in vain,” Maeve stated, turning back to the mirror.


  “I agree. He must know of something that we do not for such a sacrifice to have been made.”


  Maeve nodded and closed her eyes, taking a calming breath. She could do this. She just had to think of everything her mother and each Empress before her had gone through. It gave her the strength, the fortitude, to step into her own destiny and take it by the reins.


  Opening her eyes, she noticed Sera watching her with a soft smile.


  “I have a present for you.”


  “Sera,” Maeve admonished. “You shouldn’t have.”


  “Oh, it’s nothing elaborate,” she assured her as she handed over a beautiful silver circlet with a cerulean-blue stone in the center of it.


  “It’s beautiful,” Maeve whispered.


  “It will only enhance your beauty tonight as you take the crown.” 


  Maeve saw the way Sera watched her as she placed the headpiece on. “There. How’s that?”


  Her sister’s eyes almost glowed with pleasure as she looked her over and replied, “Simply stunning, Maeve. Come now, sister. Let’s go. It is time that you met your ayon so I can tell the man of my dreams what is in my heart.”


  After Sera took her hand, they both left her chambers to find their other two siblings and make their way to the palace. 


  



  * * *


     


  The Palace of Ascension had been built high over the Gorge. The enormous structure arched from the East bank to the West, and the monolithic pillars supporting it appeared to emerge from the mountains on either side. The bridge-like palace that stretched across the expanse boasted two watchtowers, which stood so tall that it was often said that those inside could touch the sky.


  Maeve and her three siblings—Seraphine, Li’Am and Rhiannon—made their way to the West entrance and stopped once they reached the massive double doors. Maeve was to be the one who opened them. Then she was to be followed inside in order of birth. Since there were only seconds separating them, it wasn’t as if being the oldest meant she was the wisest. It merely meant that she was the one bestowed the heaviest obligation.


  She walked up the three wide steps to the large, wrought-iron gates and could see the light from inside beckoning her forward.


  Come in, Maeve, firstborn of Iona. 


  She knew it was he who was calling her—the Hierophant. It was time.


  She looked above the gate where it arched, just like the palace itself, and saw the coat of arms for Arcania.


  At the highest point in the center was their world, and below it, the shield was divided into four intricate quadrants. Each one represented a key component of what made Arcania thrive. The moderation and balance of man and animal, the strength of one’s convictions, and true judgment and justice for all. The moon, which hung in the right-hand corner and seemingly watched over all below, was a symbol of their greater Gods. Those of the sky. 


  The sun, the moon, and the stars—the three Guardians. 


  They were the ones who had come together to purify their line after many years of inbreeding and adulteration. They were once again aligning the Imperial Family with their direct descendants, the Guardians.


  After reaching above to the handles, Maeve slowly opened the double doors. She took a deep swallow of air and then let it out as she made her way inside. She walked across the large, stone balcony and then stopped in front of the man who stood in the center of the raised dais.


  He was dressed in a pure-white coat that had a stiff, raised collar to his chin and was buttoned down the left-hand side of his chest with ornate, brass buttons. His pants matched the color of the coat and had golden seams that ran down the outside of each leg. Draped around his broad shoulders was a red cape that was lined with white furs spotted with black and decorated with hundreds of diamonds to match the crown atop his head.


  He looked to be no more than a man in his late twenties, but the four of them upon the balcony, and the hundreds below, knew better. 


  They were standing before greatness. Before a being who had seen a hundred more years than each of the siblings combined. They were standing before the Hierophant.


  Maeve lowered her head as she knew was custom and waited to be addressed. Then she heard her three siblings take their places directly behind her, and the palace became so quiet that she could have sworn no one was inside. 


  “Maeve, firstborn to Iona, last Empress of Arcania. Please step forward.” The voice that filled the silent space was commanding and hypnotic as he beckoned her to do as he instructed.


  She gathered her skirt in her hands and took one step forward, keeping her eyes on her feet as she did so. Once she was in place, she dropped the gown and clasped her hands together in front of herself.


  “Tonight, as you reach your twenty-fifth year, you will be crowned the new Empress of Arcania, and your Emperor shall be named.”


  Maeve closed her eyes and prayed to the Guardians that she would be happy with whomever was chosen—and that he be pleased with her. But she knew it was for naught, as her fate had already been decided. Once he was named, the connection would already be solidified.


  She could hear the hushed whispers from the spectators below who'd come to watch their new Empress be betrothed and their Emperor be named. 


  “Raise your eyes to me, child.”


  Maeve lifted her head and let her eyes finally meet those of the most powerful being in all of Arcania. It was said that he was over one thousand years in age, but no one knew the exact number. 


  His face was flawless, with porcelain-like skin and pale-blond hair. He had light-blue eyes that seemed to be the oldest thing about him, and when he looked down upon her, Maeve felt her entire body relax as he put it at ease.


  “Tonight is the beginning of a new era. The throne is to be taken over once again by a daughter of pure blood, one who will rule the land and all that inhabits it.”


  Maeve kept her eyes fixed on the ones regarding her. 


  “Once the crown is upon your head and your ayon is named, you will be given the amulet, and the keys to the Tower will be passed to you and your siblings. With these, you shall have access to all that is needed to rule Arcania.”


  Maeve remained silent as his words penetrated her mind and sank into her subconscious.


  “Step forward and kneel in place before me while I seek the oath of witness from your siblings.”


  Whispered words were muttered throughout the palace as Maeve took one step up to where he stood and knelt upon the second. As he moved behind her to her siblings, she didn’t dare look at him, the air around her vibrating with his power. 


  He was handing over the Keys of Knowledge. 


  Each of them would hold a key to the Tower, but it was only she who would possess the amulet. She waited silently as he spoke first to Seraphine. 


  “Seraphine…” 


  When her sister’s name was spoken, the voice that had seemed unshakable only seconds ago took pause. Several seconds passed before he started again. 


  “Seraphine, second daughter of Iona, last Empress of Arcania. Do you assent to bearing witness for your eldest sister, Maeve?”  


  “I do,” Sera answered clearly and precisely. 


  All remained silent as the key was handed over, and she felt the air change in the room as if an icy breeze had somehow shifted inside. She shivered where she was kneeling, and then she heard the shuffling of feet, realizing the Hierophant was moving on to Li’Am.


  “Li’Am, only son of Iona, last Empress of Arcania. Do you assent to bearing witness for your eldest sister, Maeve?”


  Maeve wished she could turn. She wanted to see the pride she knew would have been on Li’Am’s face as he replied, “I do.”


  But this time when the key was handed over, a bright light illuminated the entire palace—as if lightning had struck. Maeve’s breath left her on a gasp as she wondered, Is that normal?


  Once the thought had entered her mind, she got an unexpected response. 


  No, Maeve, ‘tis not quite normal. Your brother… He holds great power. He just does not know it. You’d do best to remember that.


  She wanted to look at the man—or being—who was in her head and ask him what he meant. But she knew the protocol. ‘You mustn’t raise your eyes until you are instructed to do so.’ 


  As the sound of his feet moved him down to her final sibling, Rhiannon, she sensed the air warm. It felt calming, and she heard his voice—commanding as ever but with an air of deep affection to it.


  “Rhiannon, third daughter of Iona, the last Empress of Arcania. Do you assent to bearing witness for your eldest sister, Maeve?”


  Maeve could hear the smile in her youngest sister’s voice as she replied, “I do.” 


  Once the ritual was complete, Maeve was aware of him coming back toward her. As he brushed by her and his coat touched her gown, the power that hummed off him coursed through her and made her feel…intoxicated.


  As he turned and stood in front of her, she found herself fixated on his white pants and wondered when he would allow her to look upon him. 


  Then he spoke.


  “Maeve, look upon me, child.”


  She raised her eyes and saw him reach forward with a golden crown. 


  It was engraved with branches that entwined to represent the trees of their land, and a brilliant stone was set at each of the three pointed peaks, representing their Guardians. A burning amber rock for the sun, a blue moonstone for the moon, and a sparkling diamond for the star. 


  Maeve had never owned anything so exquisite in her life. 


  When he lowered his arms, Maeve closed her eyes and bowed her head, knowing that this was it. 


  As soon as the crown had settled upon her head, she felt her joints lock up, paralyzing her in place, and her entire being heated from the inside out. A warm flush of pleasure spread throughout her body. It radiated from her chest down to her fingertips and toes, and as the heat flared and burned brighter, it seemed to lick back up her veins until she heard, Lach’Lan, whispered throughout her mind.


  When the name registered, it was as if her heart had caught fire from the incredible burn inside her chest. Then it was stated aloud for her siblings, the witnesses, to acknowledge. 


  “Lach’Lan.” The Hierophant’s voice reverberated around the walls of the palace. 


  The tone, the command, and the power of the word radiated off the man before her but did nothing to ease the incendiary sensation inside her body.


  Maeve felt as though she were about to pass out from the pain when, from below the balcony, she heard, “Present am I.”


  As soon as the three words were spoken, she wanted to find the man who’d delivered them, but she could not. For even though her temperature was subsiding, her momentary paralysis remained.


  “Come, boy. ’Tis time to take your place up here beside your Empress.”


  As the final word was spoken, Maeve’s body was once again her own. The burn had simmered to that of a mild fever, and as she turned her head to the stairs behind her, hoping to catch a glimpse of the man climbing them, she spotted Sera.


  Her sister’s face had drained of all color, and her mouth was pulled tight in a thin, angry line. Maeve wanted to go to her, ask what was wrong, but suddenly, all of her attention and all of her being felt as though it were being pulled toward the man who had stepped onto the balcony and was making his way toward her.


  Her body thrummed with approval as he strode her way. As he stopped beside her and looked down to where she was kneeling, Maeve took a moment to study this man she was now linked to for the rest of her existence. He was tall, at least several inches above her brother, and had dark-brown hair that was longer than most tucked behind his ears. He was wearing the Imperial Guards regalia, and it fit him as if he were born to it, outlining his broad shoulders and strong arms. 


  That was when Maeve remembered her conversation with Sera…


  “Tell me about him. Who is he?”


  “He is one of the Imperial Guards.”


  No, Maeve thought as she spun around to look at her sister. It cannot be. 


  But when her eyes found Sera’s this time, the deep blue she was so familiar with had changed, and in their place were two obsidian orbs. 


  Maeve could sense the sadness and anger boiling inside her sister as she looked from the back of the man beside her over to her. Maeve shook her head, denying that she knew anything of this. Sera had to know that this was not her doing. No one knew who would be called at the ceremony, but it seemed as if Sera’s reasoning abilities had disappeared along with her control.


  Maeve watched in horror as her sister’s body appeared to be racked with some kind of convulsion where she stood, and then she started to flicker before her very eyes.


  He was supposed to be mine, Maeve heard inside her head. Then she felt a crippling pain shoot through her skull as her sister fell to her knees.


  Leave her be, Seraphine. 


  The tension in Maeve’s head was eased, and she knew the Hierophant was trying to calm her wayward sister before she got out of control.


  You do not want to start this battle.


  Maeve felt a hand on her shoulder as Lach’Lan crouched down beside her. She saw Sera’s eyes flick to the hand and then back to her face.


  You made me believe that I could have him! she screeched, ignoring the warning the Hierophant had given. 


  Maeve gripped the side of her head as the sheer volume made her skull feel as if it were splitting in two. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that both Li’Am and Rhiannon were down on their knees, courtesy no doubt of their sister.


  Seraphine…


  This time, her name was a warning—a threat no one with a healthy dose of fear would ignore. But apparently, even that had left, because it did not stop her.


  Why should you get everything, Maeve? While I get nothing?


  Maeve fell to her side on the cold, stone floor and brought her knees to her chest. The crown fell from her head and she heard it make a faint clanging sound as Lach’Lan bent down over her and touched the sides of her face.


  She didn’t remember anything after that except fading away into darkness.
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  Wilmington, NC 


  Present…


  



  It was two o’clock in the afternoon, and the insistent beeping of Naeve’s alarm might as well have been a jackhammer outside her window as she slowly cracked her eyes open. 


  Oh, God, she thought as she brought a hand to her head and pushed her blond hair away from her face. How much did I drink last night?


  She remembered arriving at One Last Shot and Siobhan calling her over to the bar. As usual, she’d been the last of her four sisters to arrive…


  



  “About time,” Siobhan teased, thrusting a shot glass filled with tequila into her hand. “I swear, if we want you anywhere on time, we need to tell you thirty minutes earlier than the rest of us.”


  “Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard it all before,” she told her, reaching for the slice of lemon Fiona, her other sister, was holding out for her.


  “It amazes me that you were the first of us to be born, considering your terrible time-management skills.”  


  Naeve rolled her eyes and turned her head to Audra. “And do you have anything to add?”


  Always the sweetest and most soft-spoken of the four, Audra shook her head and then shocked the shit out of her by raising her glass. “No. I’m just glad you’re here so we can start drinking.”


  Before Naeve could say anything, Audra downed the tequila, sucked the lemon, winced, and then slammed the glass on the bar. 


  Naeve’s eyes widened, and she glanced back to the other two with a look that screamed, What’s up with that?


  “Another!” Audra called to the bartender. Once she had the shot glass in hand, she said stoically, “Happy twenty-fifth, sisters,” and proceeded to down that one also…


  



  Naeve reached for her phone, which was still alarming, and hit the snooze button. 


  Oh, God. Why did I do this to myself? 


  Tequila had never been her friend, and this morning, it was no different. Her stomach felt queasy, and as she slowly sat up, her room began to spin. 


  Great. This was just great. Their mother was going to have their hides. 


  The four of them were supposed to be meeting her tonight for dinner—on their ‘actual’ birthday. And if her sisters were feeling anything like she was, they were going to look a hot mess when they arrived.


  Yawning, she stretched and gingerly stood before making her way across to her full-length mirror. Ugh. Not a good look.


  She was wearing a large Duke University T-shirt that came to the middle of her thighs, and her hair… Yeah, it looked like a bird had taken up residence.


  She reached up to try to wipe away some of the mascara and eyeliner that was smudged under her eyes, resulting in her resembling a raccoon. When it appeared nothing would help, she made her way into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her.


  A hot shower and a few more minutes of silence was just what she needed, but as she turned on the faucet, the bathroom door was flung open wide and an annoyed-looking redhead pinned her with a fierce stare.


  “Step away from the shower, Naeve.”


  Siobhan looked as bad as she felt, if not slightly worse. Her usually straightened hair was taking on some of its natural wave, which Naeve knew she hated.


  “No. I was here first.”


  Since she and Siobhan had both attended the same university, they’d shared an apartment for the last four years, and they’d kept the arrangement after they’d graduated and gotten jobs. She was a fashion designer at one of the national retail chains, and Siobhan was a physical therapist.


  “You know, if it comes down to a fight, I’ll beat your scrawny ass.”


  Naeve pushed the curtain back but kept her eyes on her disgruntled sister. “I’m not scrawny.”


  Siobhan put her hands on her hips and looked her up and down. “Yes, you are. Now, move. I need it more than you.”


  Naeve looked her sister over. She was dressed much like herself, but she was wearing the baggy boy boxer shorts she favored when she went to bed.


  “Yeah,” she told her before she stepped into the tub. “You do need it more than I do, but I was here first.” Then she pulled the curtain closed and whipped her wet shirt over her head, throwing it out of the shower where she heard it hit Siobhan.


  “Bitch,” she heard her mutter, and then… 


  Oh no she didn’t.


  “Siobhan!” Naeve screeched as she heard the toilet flush, and the water turned icy cold.


  “Enjoy your shower, sister,” she singsonged sweetly, laughing as she left the bathroom while Naeve stood there cursing and plotting her revenge.


  



  * * *


  



  Maeve Brannigan stood in her living room and stared at the dining room table. 


  It was her daughters’ birthdays. Her four beautiful girls were about to reach an age that, where she was from, held the utmost of importance. She took a moment to reflect back on her own twenty-fifth birthday and just how different it had been—but that had been a whole other life ago. One she barely remembered. 


  Six settings were neatly placed around the table, and as she stared at the head, the seat where Lach’Lan would’ve sat, she closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around her waist, remembering a man she’d been instructed to forget…


   


  Maeve and Lach’Lan rushed through the East hall to the bedchambers, eager to reach her brother, Li’Am. They’d just received word that his wife, Sinead, had gone into labor.


  Being seven months into her own pregnancy, Maeve was both excited and sad to think that she would meet her own children soon but Seraphine and Rhiannon would not.


  Nothing had been the same since the day of the Ascension, and they had not seen either sister since. Maeve didn’t remember anything beyond blacking out and then waking back at L’Mere with Lach’Lan by her side. 


  He’d told her that he had no knowledge of her sisters’ whereabouts, but the ceremony had been complete, and they were now the Empress and Emperor—married. Maeve knew it to be true by the way she felt around him.


  Her heart seemed to beat in sync with his, and she was able to understand whatever he was feeling on a level deeper than that of the surface. They were as she had always been told—two halves of a whole. Without one, the other would not last there in Arcania. 


  “Is it not exciting to think that, soon, there will be young voices filling the castle?” Maeve asked as she took Lach’Lan’s hand. 


  He beamed down at her. “It’s very exciting. I cannot wait to meet our four.”


  Maeve placed a hand over her distended belly. “Yes. We are lucky to be blessed this early.”


  Lach’Lan stopped where they were walking and leaned down to press a kiss to her lips. “I think that is the point, my ayon.”


  Maeve smiled against his grinning mouth and raised a hand to touch his hair. “The point of the oldest ceremony in our land is so you can bed me?”


  Lach’Lan brushed his nose to hers, and his green eyes crinkled at the sides. “No, the point is to keep the bloodline young and strong. And since I find that I cannot keep my hands from you, wife, I assume the pairing is also to ensure that we find one another irresistible.”


  Maeve laughed and let her head rest against the wall. “Well, I am very pleased with how it turned out.” She paused for a moment, and then a frown crossed her features. “I just wish…”


  “I know,” he stated, and Maeve knew that he did. 


  She wished it hadn’t had to break Sera’s heart in the process…


  



   “Maeve?”


  As her name was whispered into the room, she turned and saw Rhiannon standing just inside the door—her other miracle. The day she’d awoken on the bank of a river in Wilmington, her missing sister had been lying beside her, returned to her when she’d least expected it but most needed her.


  “I’m okay,” she tried to reassure.


  Rhiannon walked into the room and stopped behind one of the chairs. Her long, red skirt swirled around her ankles and her loose, purple shirt, which laced at the front, hung from one of her shoulders. Her blond hair, which was half up and half down, was braided on the sides with flowers woven through it. 


  The girls always told her that she looked like a hippie, but Maeve knew better. This was the way Rhiannon had always preferred to dress, even back in Arcania. Always a child of nature, she’d been a true balance between the people and the land.


  A healer. A naturalist.


  “This is always a hard time for you, but I know this year has to be even more so.”


  Maeve reached up to brush a tear from her cheek. “I just wish… Well, there’s no point in what I wish. It can never be, so it’s better to just pretend it never happened in the first place.”


  Rhiannon made her way around the table and stopped in front of her. “Remember when we first got here and you kept asking me, ‘Why would he send you too?’”


  “Yes.” Maeve nodded. “I couldn’t believe it when I woke up and you were right there next to me. I hadn’t seen you for months, and then…there you were.”


  Rhiannon took her hands and whispered, “There has to be a reason for it then, yes? He never did anything without a reason. We all know that. And the fact that I can’t remember anything between the ceremony and waking here? I have to believe there is more to it.”


  Maeve reached out and ran her fingers down her sister’s hair before taking her hands. She was the one familiar face from the past that had been her rock throughout this new journey.


  “I only remember what I told you. He said to both Lach’Lan and me that this was the only way we would survive.”


  Rhiannon frowned and then asked, “We as in you and the girls?”


  “Of course. What else could it mean?”


  Rhiannon let go of her hands and walked over to the window, which faced the river Maeve’s house backed onto. “Nothing, I suppose. I always hope there is another meaning, something hidden that we missed, but I never find it.” She turned back to Maeve and rested against the windowsill. “If the reason we were brought here was for your girls to survive, then we succeeded. Your daughters are smart young women, Maeve, and today, they reach their twenty-fifth year with nothing to worry about except getting to their mother’s house on time.”


  Rhiannon gave Maeve such a warm smile she couldn’t help but return it. 


  They’d both aged considerably since waking here, but they had still managed to look remarkably young for their years. No one ever believed the girls when they told people that their mother was fifty. A blessing and a curse of Arcania. 


  If she were still there, she wouldn’t look a day over her twenty-five years. 


  It was one of the many differences between the pure blood of the Imperial Family and the commoners of the land. They aged at an exponentially slower rate, while a commoner, the same as the people here in Wilmington, aged much faster.


  “Let’s not worry about things we can’t change, sister,” Rhiannon said and walked back over to take her hand. “Let’s get the roast in the oven and some wine in a glass. The girls are due in a couple of hours, and I know you want everything perfect for when they get here.”


  Maeve let her sister lead her back into the kitchen and tried to push aside the gnawing feeling in her gut that, just like all those years ago, today was going to be one that forever changed their lives.


      


  * * *


  



  “Come on, Naeve. You’re not going to melt. It’s just a bit of rain.”


  Naeve stared at her sisters where they huddled together under a large, purple canopy. An hour earlier, Fiona and Audra had arrived on their doorstep and informed them that there was no way that she and Siobhan were ditching their birthday tradition.


  Every year, the four of them tracked down a fortuneteller and had their futures told. Apparently, their twenty-fourth birthday was not going to be the end of that tradition.


  Tales of Futures Past. 


  This was exactly the kind of place they expected her to embrace, but honestly, it was the last place she wanted to go—tarot readings gave her the creeps. 


  “Quick, before it starts up heavy again!” Fiona called from across the street.


  The fat drops of water that were hitting the canvas roof had her hesitating. She really didn’t want to get her new Prada boots caked full of mud.


  “Naeve, hurry up!”


  Once she’d pulled her jacket off, she held it over her head and looked both ways before dashing across the street. She understood the infatuation with these types of things. What she didn’t understand was why anyone would want to know his or her future. 


  What if it was bad? There was no way of unhearing that. No, she’d much rather leave it up to faith and hope. Maybe then she’d get a positive outcome. 


  Dodging a large puddle, she skipped over it and up onto the wooden platform that housed the tarot shop.


  “Okay. I’m here.”


  After shaking out her leather jacket, she shrugged back into it and slid her fingers behind her ears, pushing the wet ropes of blond hair over her shoulders. 


  “Sure. Laugh it up now,” she told her giggling sisters, trying not to be annoyed that, after an hour of working to make herself look decent, she was now soaked to the bone. “Just don’t pout and be jealous when she tells me how wonderful my life will be.”


  Fiona gave a nod and then told her tongue in cheek, “Yes, it seems wonderful so far. Maybe if you’d crossed the road with us earlier, you wouldn’t resemble a drowned rat.” 


  Naeve felt her lips twitch and relented, unable to stay irritated for long. “Oh well, it was muggy anyway. Now, I’m nice and cool. Plus, you’ve always been the one with good judgment, not me.” 


  “I’m just saying you should trust me next time. Now, you’re a mess, while the rest of us are not.” 


  “Well, if you’re going down the know-it-all road…if I’d stayed over there, I’d be nice and dry—”


  A loud boom cut off her words as the awning on the opposite side of the road collapsed and dumped water all over the sidewalk. Right where she’d been standing.


  Looking back at Fiona, she shook her head. “Don’t say a word.”


  Fiona didn’t speak, but when her other two sisters busted out laughing, she and Naeve joined in as Naeve held the door open and waited for her sisters to pass by. 


  When Fiona reached her, she whispered, “This one’s for Audra, remember? We said last night we would hold her hand until she felt better, so just go with it, would you?”


  She nodded. Fiona was right. Audra was the only reason she’d capitulated and crossed the street. They’d found out last night—after several shots of tequila, a round of kamikazes, and, oh yeah, a redheaded slut for Siobhan—that her ex-boyfriend had broken her heart that morning. 


  So Audra had decided that their birthday was a great reason to drink her broken heart into healing, which it had not done, and made each of them swear to go to their tarot reading as always. It was the only way she would be able to move on—or so they’d been told. Knowing that he would get what he deserved—justice. 


  So there they were, the Brannigan sisters, about to have their futures told.


  As Naeve let the door close behind them, the room was engulfed by darkness, and the four of them stepped a little closer to one another. She might have been the only one to express her dislike for these things, but it was clear she wasn’t the only one doubting their decision now that they were inside.


  Their mother had forbidden these places when they were young, explaining that a lot of these people were con artists—in it just to steal your money and brainwash you into thinking what they wanted you to. She’d always told them that they were in control of their destiny and no one should ever tell them which direction they should go.


  “Have faith that what is meant to be will be.” 


  But what if you lost direction? Were you really supposed to trust these strangers to help you find it again?


  Psychics, fortunetellers, tarot readings—they gave her the creeps. 


  “Welcome, ladies.”


  The voice that filled the space they were huddled in was hypnotic and somewhat familiar, but as Naeve looked over to the woman standing behind the small, glass counter that had stones, cards, beads and other trinkets, she realized that it was no one they knew.


  As usual, Siobhan stepped to the front of the group and stared the woman down, and Naeve was struck by the intensity of the woman’s reciprocal look. 


  Her eyes were crystalline blue and her hair jet black. It was waving in thick curls down her slender shoulders, and draped over her head was a pale-blue veil. Holding it in place was an ornate circlet of silver that lay in a V on her forehead, and in the center of it was a jewel the same color as her eyes.


  “Welcome to Tales of Futures Past.”


  Naeve barely resisted the urge to scoff as Siobhan continued to check out the woman in front of them.


  “Who’s here for a reading?”


  Audra was about to step forward when Siobhan announced, “We all are.”


  “Wonderful.” That silky voice floated through the room again. “Come with me.”


  Naeve’s first instinct was to go nowhere—not with that woman. But when Audra tugged on her hand, she really had no other option. The five of them walked through to a back room, and that’s when she saw a round table in the center with a deck of cards.


  “Please have a seat, ladies.”


  As each of her sisters picked a spot, Naeve scanned the area. It’s always important to have an escape route—that’s what their mother had taught them. 


  There were half-melted candles lit, throwing shadows on the draped curtains surrounding them, and the incense burning was musky and sweet—all adding to the vibe of the room. Hanging on the walls were several painted images of castles, forests and lakes, which were intricate and beautiful and caught her attention.


  “Naeve, won’t you sit?”


  She looked across to the stranger in the room and noticed that her eyes, which had been blue, now appeared…black. 


  Then Audra whispered, “How cool. She knows your name.”


  Is it cool? She didn’t remember mentioning it, and she didn’t remember her sisters saying it once they’d stepped inside. 


  “Please. Take a seat,” the woman repeated with a little more force this time. “And we shall begin.”


  Moving behind the empty chair, Naeve pulled it out to sit. Just as she did, she looked over to see Siobhan watching her with troubled eyes. Something about this didn’t feel right, and she wasn’t the only one who sensed it. But before she could say anything, the woman started to speak.


  “Close your eyes and hear my tale. Let us see who you are. And as the sun rises in the East, you’ll have traveled very far…”


  [image: Image]


  



  Arcania 


  Present…


  



  Green. 


  That was all she could see. 


  Varying shades of deep, dark green.


  As a light breeze brushed across her cheek, Naeve fully opened her eyes. 


  Trying to orient herself, she pressed her hands to the ground and felt the cool, wet grass under her palms. She pushed up from the solid surface and shook her head, dazed and confused. Disoriented, she looked around, but all she could see were trees. 


  Miles and miles of giant, thick-trunked trees. 


  Where the… Where am I? 


  She gathered her legs under her and quickly got to her feet. Looking down at her white summer dress and boots, she saw a mossy carpet covered with fallen leaves and started to feel her chest tighten with anxiety. The roar of her own blood rushing around her ears was all she could hear as she tried to understand how she’d wound up standing in the middle of a forest.


  The breeze that had first pulled her from her sleep whispered through the branches, and this time, it trailed across the back of her neck. It sent a chill racing down her spine as she turned on the ball of her foot to follow where it seemed to go, and that’s when she spotted her. 


  There, lying in amongst the tall grass, was Audra.


  Racing over to her, Naeve heard the crunch of the leaves under her boots. She was relieved to see one of her sisters. When she reached her side, she knelt down and touched her shoulder.


  “Audra. Audra, wake up.” She shook her gently and waited for her eyes to open. When nothing happened, she tried again. “Audra, come on. Wake up.”


  After Audra made a soft groan, her lashes fluttered against her cheeks. As her sister’s eyes opened, Naeve looked around, trying to find the others. When no one else came into view, she turned back to see Audra sitting. 


  She was still dressed in her jeans and red tank—the same outfit from earlier when…  


  When we were sitting in a freaking tarot shop. Jesus. Were we drugged? It was possible. But why? And why leave us here?


  “Naeve?” Audra’s soft voice penetrated her thoughts. “Naeve? Where are we?”


  “I don’t know,” she barely managed.


  Audra looked around at their surroundings, and Naeve knew that, just like her, all she would see were the rows of towering trees. Maybe this was some kind of horrible nightmare after having had too much to drink, and any moment now, she’d wake up. 


  “The others?” Audra asked. 


  “I don’t know.” 


  “What time is it?”


  Naeve looked down at her gold watch and saw that the hands had stopped moving, but the time read four thirty. Approximately the same time they’d been at the tarot reading. Distracted by that discovery, she didn’t answer.


  “How did we get here?”


  Snapping her head up, Naeve pinned her inquisitive sister with an exasperated look. “I. Don’t. Know.” She stood and threw her hands up, frustrated. “I don’t know!”


  “Okay,” Audra conceded, standing up beside her. “Calm down.”


  “Calm down? We’re in the middle of nowhere, and I have no clue how we got here.”


  “Well, there has to be some kind of logical explanation, right?”


  “Like?” 


  “Umm—” Audra started.


  “I mean, how did this happen? And where are the other two? God, this place is creepy.”


  Audra looked at the dark shadows the trees cast and agreed. “It is kind of creepy. But maybe it’s just the way the sun is setting behind the trees.”


  “I can’t even see the sun—as if it even matters. This doesn’t look like anywhere in Wilmington. It looks more like Sleepy Hollow.”


  As the words left her mouth, a loud, shrill noise pierced the air. 


  Naeve wasn’t sure if it was a natural survival instinct or some kind of inner one, but she immediately looked to Audra and jerked her head as if to say, Get down. Now. 


  They both fell to the ground, covering their ears, and burrowed into the long tangle of grass as the ear-splintering cry continued to echo throughout the damp air. 


  It was like nothing she’d ever heard before—almost otherworldly. The high pitch and volume alone had her drawing her knees into her body in a protective move, which Audra mirrored. She reached across to take her sister’s hand and felt her own shake. 


  We’re going to die here.


  Her heart was pounding so hard inside her chest that she started thinking that whatever it was, whatever was making that sound, would hear and come for them. 


  She didn’t know anything about the wilderness. Their mother and aunt had never taken them camping as children. But as she lay there with her cheek pressed to the ground and Audra’s eyes focused on her, Naeve kind of wished they had.


  There was a cracking sound directly behind her and she flinched, feeling her entire body tense. Audra’s eyes widened as she stared beyond her shoulder, and Naeve bit down on her lip, trying not to let out a terrified sob. She knew that whatever was there couldn’t be good. Maybe it was a wolf, a bear—hell, she didn’t know. 


  What she hadn’t expected was a hand on her shoulder.


  



  * * *


  



  “He found them.”


  Those three words were exactly what he’d been waiting to hear. 


  Li’Am turned away from the West window in the Great Hall and aimed an expectant look toward his head guardsman, Ry’Ker. He stood front and center of the Imperial Guard, a battalion of mortal men who’d been trained to protect Castle L’Mere and their Commander against any outside threat.


  “And where, pray tell, did he find them?”


  The fully armored soldier stepped forward and informed him with unwavering confidence, “Exactly where she told us they would be.” 


  “Of course they were,” Li’Am acknowledged. Then he turned his back on the man. “She will be pleased.” 


  He surveyed the wide expanse of land below and felt the ever-present anger at its destruction swell inside him. As far as the eye could see, Arcania was diseased, and every day, that illness spread, stemming from the cause—his sister Seraphine, the crowned Empress of Arcania.


  “Has he made contact as of yet?”


  “Not that I am aware of.”  


  Li’Am placed his hands on the cool stone of the window and pressed his fingertips into it. Without looking back, he ordered, “Then don’t return until he does. Do I make myself clear?”


  Several pairs of booted feet pulled together behind him, bringing the guardsmen to attention as they chorused, “Yes, Commander.” 


  They then spun on their feet and exited the Hall, but before Ry’Ker could join his men, Li’Am called him to a halt.


  “It is time.”


  He could hear Ry’Ker’s boots as his head guard moved closer.


  “Sir?”


  Li’Am looked over his shoulder at the man he’d raised as his own son. Dropping formalities, he lowered his voice and stated softly, “Ry, it’s time. We’ve followed her rules for far too long now. This is the time we’ve been waiting for. The time I told you of.”


  Ry’Ker removed his helmet, revealing his closely shaved head, and gave him a look that was full of apprehension. “I understand, but is there no other way than to enlist him?”


  Li’Am had tried to think of one, but the longer he ruminated over the matter, the clearer the solution became. “No, there’s no other way. He’s the only other who knows the Taise Forest as she does. And he is our only hope of getting them out of there without detection.”


  Ry’Ker gave a swift nod of his head even as his mouth pulled taut in disapproval. However, loyal to the end, he offered up no argument. Instead, he silently replaced his helmet and turned to join his men.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve rolled over and looked up to see Siobhan’s familiar face curtained by her fiery-red hair. “Shit,” she cursed then whacked her sister on the arm. “You scared the hell out of me.”


  “Shh!” Siobhan hissed, bringing a finger to her lips as she crouched down beside them. “There’s something really fucked up going on here.”


  Always one to state the obvious, Siobhan was right—there was definitely something screwed up about this situation.


  “Do you know where we are?” Naeve asked, hoping she would magically have an answer.


  “Be quiet, or whatever the hell made that God-awful noise will come back.”


  Audra crawled closer to the two of them and whispered, “Where’s Fiona? Is she with you?”


  Siobhan nodded and moved aside. When Fiona stepped into view, Audra leaped to her feet and threw her arms around her neck.


  Oh, thank God, Naeve thought as her eyes caught Siobhan’s. She wanted to ask how they’d gotten there, but she figured her answer would be the same as her own—a big, fat ‘I don’t know.’


  Instead, she watched as Siobhan walked several steps away from them. Standing, Naeve followed and stopped beside her to stare out into the eerie shadows. 


  “I keep trying to remember what happened, you know?”


  She looked at Siobhan’s side profile and answered, “Me too. I mean, we didn’t drink that much that I’m dreaming this, right?”


  “No. Trust me—you’re awake. It was the fortune teller. I’m sure of it. Something was off with her.”


  “Definitely. She knew my name, Siobhan. How could she know that?”


  They both stood there for a moment, and then Siobhan looked at her and admitted, “I have no fucking idea.”


  As they stared at one another in shared confusion, Naeve wondered if this would ever make any sense.


  “There’s no way I’m going to be able to sleep out here,” Siobhan finally confided. “And I swear… I know this sounds crazy, but ever since I woke up, I feel like I’m being watched.”


  It didn’t seem that crazy. In fact, she’d had similar thoughts herself.


  “This place is strange, Naeve. I’m tellin’ you. I have no idea where we are, but it sure as hell isn’t anywhere close to home. I mean, that noise...” She paused. “What the fuck was that?”


  Naeve didn’t have any answers, only more questions, and with the look in her sister’s eyes, she knew now wasn’t the time. So she opted for the obvious.


  “We just need to get some rest and then find a way out of here.”


  “How? By hiking back to the main road? Look around. There is no road. All I saw when I was looking for you guys was forest. Trees, shrubs, a million fucking ferns, but no road. No path. So, how are we going to get out of here?”


  Naeve put her hands on her hips, frustrated as she glared at her irritatingly logical sister. “You know what? We’re all scared, but don’t take it out on me. I’m just trying to think out loud like you are. To stay positive.”


  Siobhan gave a laugh that was devoid of any humor. “Sorry to be the one to break it to you, but not even you have enough positivity to make something good come from this.”


  She didn’t want to believe that that was true. But the one emotion she’d always come by so easily was elusive in that moment, and she feared that, if she lost hope for even a second, maybe she would never find it again. 


  



  * * *


  



  She couldn’t sleep. She was too busy listening to all of the strange noises surrounding them. The odd sounds of an owl hoo-ah-hooing and the howl of what had to be several wolves had begun a little while ago. The sounds weren’t unfamiliar, but they were weird as hell when the only place she’d heard them before was on the television.


  Audra and Fiona were somehow asleep, while Siobhan remained like her—wide awake and alert. She was sitting on the opposite side of their sisters with her back pressed to the trunk of the tree and her legs drawn up to her chest. Still dressed in her loose combat cargos, a black T-shirt, and zippered jacket, Siobhan was most definitely the tomboy. 


  Which makes me the girly girl.


  “I’m sorry about before,” Siobhan said matter-of-factly as she stood and brushed her hands over her pants. She then turned to look down at both Audra and Fiona. “They need to wake up so we can get moving.” That was all she offered before she marched off to wait a little ways from the tree.


  Great. This is all we need. Siobhan in a bad mood equaled Hell on Earth, but at this stage, it was the only familiar thing around—so she’d take it.


  After waking her sleeping sisters, Naeve got them up, and they made their way down to where their headstrong sister waited.


  “We need to move. Probably best to start out now before the sun rises—if it even does. It looks like it’s going to rain.”


  The three of them all nodded in agreement. At least, if they moved around in the shadows, it was less likely that whoever had brought them here would spot them. 


  



  * * *


  



  Si’Bastian, son of Li’Am, crouched high on the branch of a giant Sequoia, watching the four women below. Several minutes earlier, they had started to move out.


  When he’d first arrived, two of the four had been sleeping, and he’d known that hadn’t been the right time to approach. But now, as they all followed behind the redhead in front, the timing was perfect.


  He stood to his full height on the branch and felt the rough scrape of the bark below his feet as he concentrated on the movement below. He hadn’t been told much by his father, just that he was to keep the women safe until the guards arrived—a task that seemed easy enough.


  As the three of them followed their leader and chatted amongst one another, Bastian took form on the ground, hidden by the dense foliage. Up close, he noticed that each of the women was strikingly different, but it was the one at the back who caught his full attention. The one with the hair dark as night and a face that resembled a woman he’d never met. 


  She had the face of their lost Empress, Maeve.


  His father had been right. Seraphine had done the impossible. She’d brought back to Arcania the children of their lost Empress.


  Bastian studied them as they moved. Each of them was wearing strange attire that didn’t belong where they had awoken, and it made him wonder exactly where Seraphine had plucked them from. 


  Deciding that it was time to make his move, he figured if he could get to the front of the group without detection, then the shock value would work in his favor. He crept alongside them and was trying to choose the precise moment when the woman in the back, the one who had caught his eye, slowed her stride and turned to where he was standing.


  “I think someone’s following us.”


  Knowing he needed to move quickly, Bastian faded and reemerged at the head of the group, directly in front of the redhead. She stopped and frowned at him, and that’s when he heard very clearly a thought that was practically shouting through his head.


  Siobhan!


  He let his eyes shift past the redhead and lock onto the blonde standing behind her.


  Ahh, yes. It had definitely been her thought, as she looked at him with fear. But before she could let free the scream that was bubbling up inside her, Bastian raised his arm and flattened his hand towards them. 


  A blinding, white light pulsated from the center of his palm and encapsulated the four in a glamour shield. As they each fell to the ground at his feet, his mouth crooked at the side and he thought, Gotcha. 
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  “Where is he?” Ry’Ker shoved his way past Marcus, his brother’s number one henchman, and stormed inside the massive, wooden doors of Claremont. 


  “He doesn’t wish to be disturbed,” the stocky man pointed out until Ry’Ker halted, turned his head, and pinned him with an unrelenting look. That’s when Marcus seemed to remember whom he was addressing. “Sire.”


  Ry’Ker placed his iron bascinet helmet under his arm and walked over towards the man he’d known since he was a boy. “Where. Is. He?” he asked again, his patience wearing thin.


  Marcus’s face pulled into a tight grimace, appearing as though he detested the fact that he felt compelled to answer. “He’s where he always is. The armory.”


  “There. That wasn’t so hard, was it?”


  He watched the other man’s jaw clench and knew that he was holding himself back from saying anything more. 


  “I’ll show myself in, shall I?”


  “Do what you wish. This is your home, Sire.”


  This time, the formal title, when delivered, was dripping with disdain and had Ry’Ker narrowing his eyes.


  “Yes, it is, isn’t it?” He turned, about to head out, but at the last minute added, “You’d do well to remember it, Marcus.”


  Then he exited the front entryway to track down his traitorous brother.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve’s head was throbbing. Jesus. Even her hangover from last night hadn’t felt like this. She raised a hand to grip her forehead as she opened her eyes and peered into…darkness. Absolute pitch-black darkness. For a minute, she wasn’t even sure she’d opened her eyes.


  She squinted, wishing for just a sliver of—


  Light. 


  The instant she thought the word, everything came flooding back to her. 


  The tarot shop. The creepy forest. And the…man? 


  She bent her legs and dug the heels of her boots into the ground as she scrambled backwards. She went as far as she could go until she hit a solid surface. 


  The only sound in the cavernous space was her own breathing as she strained to see even an inch in front of her. But when nothing came into view, she felt the thudding in her head increase.


  “You have awoken.”


  Naeve felt her entire body become rigid at the low voice that spoke from the shadows. Not wanting to alert whomever it was of her whereabouts, she clamped her teeth into her bottom lip and willed herself to remain silent.


  “It’s no use trying to hide, Naeve Brannigan. I can see you.”


  Oh, God. He knows my name. How does he know my name?


  “I’ll answer all of your questions. But for now, you need to listen.”


  Her eyes darted from side to side, trying to locate the source of that voice as her breathing accelerated. 


  “You also need to calm yourself.”


  Easy for you to say, she thought as she started to feel lightheaded. You can see me. 


  Just as the thought entered her mind, a luminous ball of light appeared, hovering over a large, masculine hand.


  “There. Better?”


  No, she thought as she stared through the impossible. When she spotted the man from earlier, muted by the dim light, she felt herself grow slightly hysterical. She had known it was him. The one who—


  What? Blasted a lightning bolt from his palm? Come on… Wake up now, Naeve. 


  “You’re already awake. This I told you.”


  She blinked several times, trying to clear him from her head, her mind—hell, whatever part of her brain had conjured him up. But when she refocused her gaze across the shimmering light, he remained.


  “You see? I’m telling you the truth. You are, indeed, awake.”


  After deciding that she needed to open her mouth whether this was some kind of hallucination or not, she finally asked the most important question. 


  “Where are my sisters?”


  “They are here with us. Safe,” he told her and lowered his hand to cast a soft glow on all three of her sisters, who were lying at his feet. “You were the first to surface.”


  Her heart sped up as she stared down at them, panic-stricken. Then she shook her head, thinking, Surface? That’s an odd choice of words. She couldn’t help but ask, “Surface from what?”


  The stranger seemed to ponder her question, but then he deflected with, “That’s a discussion for another time.”


  Not understanding anything that was going on, she figured the best thing to do was to keep him talking. Isn’t that what the authorities always say if you are attacked? 


  Trying to channel some of Siobhan’s inner bravado, she demanded, “Where are we? Why’d you bring us here?”


  Without answering, he pushed his face farther into the light, and Naeve was shocked by just how attractive he was. 


  He had short, black hair that matched dark eyes with thick lashes. His Roman nose was perfectly straight, his cheekbones impossibly high. As if those traits weren’t disconcerting enough, his lips were just this side of full, and she hated that she noticed.


  What is wrong with me? This man could be a psychopath for all I know, and I’m sitting here thinking how hot he is. 


  He chuckled, and the sound was provocative as it left his throat. “Don’t be too distressed. I have that effect on everyone who looks upon me. It’s both a blessing and a curse of my kind. But to answer your question—”


  Naeve had forgotten she’d even asked one.


  “—I was not the one who brought you here.”


  She tried to shake herself out of the seductive stupor she was being wrapped in as he talked, and then the man gave her a full smile and flashed his white teeth.


  “Best not to think of me that way, Naeve—although it is flattering. You see, you and I? We’re of the Imperial Family here in Arcania, and they’re trying to keep the bloodlines…pure.”  


  Caught somewhere between embarrassed and terrified, she felt her eyes widen as they dropped down and she noticed for the first time that he wasn’t wearing a shirt of any kind. Luckily, he was in pants. From what she could see, they were some kind of lightweight material.


  Then, almost as if she couldn’t help it, her eyes were drawn back to his incredibly handsome face, which was highlighted by the flickering brightness still radiating from his palm.


  Huh. When did that become the least alarming thing in this whacked-out scenario?


  Maybe when she’d seen him for the first time or when he’d started… What? Reading my mind? No, it was something else entirely, and she still wasn’t certain she hadn’t dreamt this all up.


  “The Imperial Family? Ar…cania?” she repeated, her voice uncertain as it wavered over that final word.


   “Yes. You asked me why you’re here and where here is. The answers are simple enough. This is Arcania, and you are here because the Empress brought you here.”


  Naeve felt herself frown, and then she finally gave in to the hysteria that’d been building inside her and started to laugh. She realized that her hilarity was completely misplaced, but was unable to stop now that she’d started.


  I’ve totally lost my mind. 


  She couldn’t remember the last time a dream had been so vivid, and she’d never had one in an imaginary world. She must have had way more to drink than she’d first suspected.


  Choosing to just play along—hell, why not?—she forced herself to calm down and stop laughing as she leaned in closer to this good-looking…relative of hers. 


  “Okay. Suppose I believe you. Why don’t you tell me about this place? This…Arcania.”


  He raised his hand that remained illuminated and gestured her forward. “Come closer, and I will show you.”


  Naeve stared into the light and found herself mesmerized as it started to pulsate like a heartbeat. It continued to hover over his palm as he held his hand steady and remained silent.


  “How are you doing that?” 


  Colors started to appear within the brightness and swirl together as she watched, spellbound by the display before her.


  “Wait for it…” 


  She couldn’t have moved to save her life or her sleeping sisters’. “Wait for what? What are you doing?”


  “I’m going to show you who, and what, you need to see. It just takes a little longer now.”


  She brought her eyes up to focus on the man who was fixated on the light. “Why?”


  When his dark eyes found hers, she noticed that they were black as night.


  “Because it is a time that’s long passed.”


  Curious about his riddles and tales now, she asked, “I don’t understand. What’s in the past?”


  That was when he gave a half smile and nodded towards his palm. “Your parents as they once were, Naeve, and the world they left behind.”


  



  * * *


  



  “Kai!” Ry’Ker shouted as he stormed into the old armory. 


  The doors created a loud bang as they slammed shut behind him, and he spotted his brother immediately. It wasn’t hard considering he was in the process of beating the hell out of a piece of brightly glowing iron. On the upside, at least it wasn’t a person. That was something that Ry’Ker had heard his brother was apt to do on occasion.


  “Kai,” he repeated with much more force this time.


  His brother’s arm halted where it was raised in the air, gripping a hammer. He spared him a quick glance before he turned the narrow piece of steel resting on the solid anvil and brought the hammer down, starting up the same unforgiving rhythm.


  Ry’Ker put his helmet on the large wooden table in the center of the room and made his way over to where his brother was working. He remembered when they were young boys of six and seven, spending many hours in there with their father, learning how to craft the perfect sword, knife, and arrow—some of which still remained hanging on the wall behind Kai. Now, here he stood in front of a stranger, a man he hadn’t seen in years—his own brother.


  He knew that coming here was a risk. One he wasn’t sure would pay off. They needed as many men as they could get, and no one knew the Taise Forest better, or despised the Empress more, than Kai. 


  When he’d mentioned his thoughts to Li’Am, he’d been wary at first. But the night Seraphine had come to her brother and told him that she’d succeeded in bringing the women back to their land, Li’Am had made a choice.


  “Go to your brother, Ry’Ker. I don’t care what it takes. Get him on board.”


  “I know, Kai. He won’t make this easy. He will expect…compensation.”


  “Whatever he wants. I’m sure we can come to some kind of arrangement. If we are to succeed, we have to have him on our side.”


  That was the only reason he was now standing in a place he’d sworn he would never come back to. 


  When it was clear he could be there for hours, he reached for the handle of his sword, drew it from its sheath, and placed it across the piece of metal being pummeled. That got a reaction. 


  Kai dropped the hammer with a resounding clang on the stone floor and finally spoke. “Want to remove your sword?”


  Being the younger of the two, he’d always looked up to Kai. Not only because he was one of the tallest men he’d ever met, but at the time, Ry’Ker had always believed him to be one of the greatest. That was until he’d betrayed him in the most monumental way of all.


  Eyes the same color as his own stared him down, but he wasn’t about to let his own brother intimidate him.


  “And if I don’t?”


  Kai narrowed his eyes and they turned to slits. “Do not test me.”


  “Or what? Are you going to kill me?”


  Kai’s mouth twisted into a cruel line, and before he could even blink, the piece of burning-hot metal was wielded to disarm him in one precise move. Somehow, Kai had gained the upper hand and was now holding the tip of the iron to his throat.


  “Do you doubt that I could, little brother?”


  Ry’Ker schooled his features to remain unaffected in the face of such detachment. “Never.”


  With a slight shake of his head, Kai shifted his black hair away from his face. “Why are you here?”


  Not daring to break their connection, he replied, “Li’Am sent me.”


  His brother’s hand remained steadfast as he continued to hold him rooted to the spot with nothing more than an unfinished sword. “Did he?”


  “Yes. He wants you to swear your allegiance once more.”


  The callous laugh that followed that statement proved to Ry’Ker that he’d been right all along. Kai would not make this easy.


  “Tell me, brother. Is the Commander ill?” The question was asked in a way that indicated he didn’t care one way or another, but he wanted an answer just the same.


  “No. Why do you ask?”


  With a slight nod of his head, Kai told him succinctly, “Because it’s the only way I can fathom such lunacy from both him and you. Now, get out before I forget my manners.”


  Kai lowered his arm and threw the metal back into the fire, no longer interested in finishing what he’d started. He turned his back on him, clearly not threatened in the least, and walked over to the hulking chair, which was facing the hearth, that held a black, hooded cape.


  “The Empress has succeeded. The legend—it is real. She has brought the women back to Arcania. They are here, Mala’Kai. They have come.”


  As his brother’s full name fell from his lips for the first time in years, Ry’Ker watched him pivot and slowly tilt his head to the side.


  “You still lack common sense when it comes to matters of the heart, I see.”


  Ry’Ker sheathed his sword and glared over at the beast of a man facing him. “And you still have an empty shell where yours is supposed to be. Tell me, Kai. Do you not wish to avenge those we have lost?”


  “The only person you wish to avenge I took from you. So tell me, brother. Why do you so blindly follow a man into a battle that is not your own? Why not bring the fight to the one you truly hold responsible?”


  Ry’Ker felt his blood boil at the reminder of why he’d not seen his home or his brother in decades. “I do not follow anyone blindly. Believe me, Kai. I know exactly what you have done. But is this not my battle when the land we live upon is dying? Is it not yours? Our women—they are no longer our women. They’ve all been banished to the borders of the land as to not infect the men. Don’t tell me that doesn’t bother you.”


  Kai locked his jaw tight and gave a dismissive shrug of a massive shoulder. “Perhaps. It has been a long time since I’ve had a naked woman under me, but I’m not willing to be someone’s pawn to get it. Or maybe… What do these women look like?”


  Ry’Ker couldn’t listen to him anymore, so he turned on his heel and marched over to the table to collect his helmet. Without looking back, he picked it up and stated loud enough to be heard, “If you decide you value your life and those of your misguided men, you know where to find me.”


  [image: Image]


  



  It was unbelievable. Really, it was. 


  But as Naeve sat there¸ she couldn’t ignore what she was seeing. The light she was watching had changed into shapes—and not just any shapes. One that looked like her…mother. 


  “Do you see it?”


  She raised her eyes to the man opposite her, and when she didn’t answer, he gave a slight nod.


  “I see that you do.”


  As if hypnotized, she looked back into the bright orb and couldn't shake off the familiar feeling. She knew exactly who she was looking at, but she didn’t know how…


  



  “I don’t understand any of this, Lach’Lan. Why is she doing this?”


  “Maeve,” he whispered as he pulled her into his arms and placed a gentle kiss on her forehead. “She’s not thinking as your sister. You said so yourself.”


  “But…this?” Maeve asked, her wavering words betraying how deeply she was hurt. “I can’t imagine her doing all that she is.”


  “We don’t know enough about her, Maeve. It’s been years since Arcania has witnessed her kind practice any type of magic. The day of Ascension was a shock to us all. We knew they still walked among us but not what they were capable of.”


  “But this is not her—not really. She’s just so consumed with her hurt, her anger…that all she sees is what she thinks I took—you. She knows that the best way to hurt me in return is to take all that I hold dear.” She paused and then looked up at him, touching his chin. “So, do I leave? Just run away and let her have what she wants?” 


  Lach’Lan ran his palms down Maeve’s arms and entwined their fingers. “You’re hardly running, Maeve. You would be saving our babes, and if there were any way for me to go with you, I would. There is no shame in that. She can threaten and send us both to the ends of the world, but, Maeve? I will never feel for her as I do you. You know that. Nothing can change what has been fated.”


  



  Naeve stared at the figure she knew was her mother and felt her breath catch as she looked to the man—Lach’Lan. She didn’t really understand what she was seeing. 


  Her mother was pregnant and dressed in some old-fashioned skirt of blue-and-white silk with a bodice that was held together by ribboned ties across her back. She looked like a princess from a fairytale, and she was talking like a woman from a period piece. 


  This was not the mother she’d grown up with. This stranger wasn’t the gentle lady who had curled up in bed with the four of them as children to read bedtime stories. And she certainly wasn’t the woman who they’d been going to have dinner with. This person standing under an arbor of pink and white roses was a stranger—as was the man, who finally spoke...


  



  “What about the Hierophant?”


  “What of him?” Maeve asked. “Sera said he has grown weak. He is no longer strong enough to stop her.”


  “That may be so, but he may have an answer for us, some kind of direction. Some kind of hope…”


  



  Confused, Naeve watched as a tear slipped free from her mother's eye. Then she heard her whisper… 


  



  “We can try.”


  Lach’Lan once again kissed her on the forehead and placed his cheek by the side of her hair, where he took a deep breath.


  “Yes, my ayon. We most certainly can.”


  



  Naeve shut her eyes tight, blocking out the image and effectively extinguishing the light. She felt nauseated. Oh, God. Is that my—


  “Father? Yes, Naeve. That is your mother and your father.”


  As the man across from her answered her thoughts, Naeve’s eyes snapped open, and she let her temper flare.


  “Stop doing that.”


  “Doing what?”


  If she'd felt ridiculous thinking it, having to say the words aloud made her feel crazy.


  “I don't know, exactly. Reading my mind?” She kept a close eye on him as he got to his feet, and suddenly, she wondered if taking her frustration out on him had been the smartest move.


  “Is that what I was doing?” he queried, taking a step closer and crouching down so they were eye to eye. “Reading your mind?”


  Naeve had no answers, just more questions as she stared at him.


  “Who are you, Naeve Brannigan? That’s all I’m trying to show you. My apologies if my methods…frightened you. Li’Am thought it to be the most effective way.”


  After swallowing past the lump in her throat, she tilted her chin up and stated as clearly as she could manage, “Maybe if you told me who you—”


  “Are? I can do that.”


  “And stop cutting me off. It's rude.”


  His mouth twitched at the side, and she could’ve sworn that his eyes twinkled.


  “Sorry,” he said. “I’m not used to the company, and some habits are harder to break than others.”


  Naeve closed her eyes and tried to regain her footing. She couldn't actually believe she was going along with any of this. But what other choice do I have?


  “We always have choices, Naeve.”


  “You did it again,” she muttered, opening her eyes.


  He shrugged his shoulders but didn’t look the least bit contrite as he offered another lame, “Sorry?”


  Letting out a huff, she asked something that seemed so simple she was surprised it hadn't occurred to her before. “What’s your name?”


  He sat down and wrapped his arms around his knees. “Si’Bastian. But I prefer Bastian.”


  Okay, Bastian was easy enough, and since he was in an answering kind of mood, she kept on with her questions. 


  “You said that we are of the Imperial Family…”


  So what are you to me?


  When he just looked at her, Naeve realized she hadn’t asked anything. But he must have… What? Heard my thoughts?


  “Now you choose not to answer?”


  “You told me not to,” he pointed out calmly.


  Sighing in aggravation, she asked, “Well, what…are you to me?”


  “I am your cousin.”


  She narrowed her eyes on him and then disagreed with a quick shake of her head. “That's impossible. We don’t have any family other than our aunt.”


  “Your aunt?” he asked, one of his perfect eyebrows rising. “What is her name?”


  “If you know who I am and can get inside my head, wouldn’t you know that already?”


  Bastian gave a quick laugh. “No need to get defensive, cousin. You actually have two aunts. The reason I ask is one has been missing for a long time now. Along with your mother.” He was so certain as he sat there smiling at her that Naeve actually believed him.


  “I don’t understand any of this. We can’t be related. You’re…”


  “Yes, Naeve?”


  “You’re…well, different,” she ended with and winced at how ridiculous she sounded.


  The relaxed grin that had been stretched across his mouth disappeared and was replaced by a tight line of hostility, making Naeve regret her choice of words immediately. 


  He pulled his knees in under himself and then shifted until he was kneeling on them. “That is definitely one of the more polite ways to describe my kind. But I prefer misunderstood.”


  This is crazy, she thought, looking down at her sisters. I’ve lost my mind. I’m sitting here with some guy who can do magic tricks and I feel bad because I might have hurt his feelings.


  Well, I will admit it’s nice to know you care. 


  Naeve heard the words filter into her mind, and she immediately locked eyes with his.


  But you haven’t lost your mind, Naeve. To you, I suppose this would seem strange but—


  “Fine,” she said out loud, disconcerted by the fact that he could talk inside her head. “With all of these little tricks you can do, can you wake up my sisters?”


  As if she’d asked him to do the easiest thing in the world, he rolled his eyes, gave her a cocky grin, snapped his fingers, and did just that.


  



  * * *


  



  Kai watched his brother storm out of the armory and reminded himself that it was Ry’Ker’s choice to leave. It always had been. 


  Once he’d picked up his cape, he threw it around his shoulders. He’d planned to go out hunting tonight. He’d been in the mood to track something down and kill it. But after this visit, he wanted a fight. Preferably with the man who’d just walked into his home and stirred up memories that were best left in the past.


  What the hell is Ry’Ker thinking to come back here?


  He barely bit back the growl he felt brewing inside as he marched across the room and out the door. He took the steps up to the main landing two at a time, determined to reach the top before his pompous brother left Claremont.


  If Li’Am wanted him to be a part of this asinine mission, maybe, just maybe, he could turn it in his favor. Yes—if he was going to do this, he wanted something in return. 


  As his heavy, black boots hit the final stair and he saw Marcus opening the door for his brother, Kai called out his name. Ry’Ker stopped where he was and then faced him.


  “I’ll go. On one condition.”


  Ry’Ker’s eyes tracked him as he stood with his helmet tucked under his iron-covered arm. “We knew there’d be conditions. I have to admit I’m surprised to hear it’s only the one.”


  Kai strode forward, his black cape swirling behind him as he stopped before his younger brother and sneered, “Oh, but it will be a good one.”


  Fearless and obstinate, as he’d been trained to be, Ry’Ker looked up and inquired, “Do you plan to enlighten me?”


  “Yes,” he answered before stepping back and turning away. “When I am good and ready.”


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve ran over to where her sisters were waking up and knelt down beside them. Siobhan was the first to come around, gripping her forehead the same way she had.


  “Naeve?”


  “Yeah, Siobhan, it’s me.”


  “What the hell happened?” she asked. 


  As Naeve looked over her shoulder, she saw Bastian standing with his arms and legs crossed. Where to even begin, when really… I have no idea myself.


  Could she really expect Siobhan to believe that this man, the one who could show her images in a ball of light, was their cousin? And that they had been brought here by an Empress?


  She settled on, “I’m not sure.” There. That isn't a complete lie.


  “Then where are we? Did you find out?”


  This was the time to either deny everything she’d seen or…what? Believe this man? 


  Those options didn’t exactly instill much confidence in her own sanity, but as Siobhan continued to stare her down, Naeve decided that maybe now was a good opportunity to offer her sisters a bit of hope. Something that would maybe make what she was about to say easier to swallow.


  “Naeve?”


  “I don’t think we were drugged.”


  Siobhan sat up further and brushed her hands along her pants. “Okay. But where are we?”


  It was now or never. She just had to spit it out, like ripping off a Band-Aid. 


  “Arcania.”


  Siobhan’s amber eyes peered back at her, and then she frowned. “What?”


  “Arcania,” she repeated again and watched her sister rub her temple as she continued to look at her. 


  “Did you hit your head as hard as me? Because it sounds like you just said, ‘Arcania.’”


  Naeve nodded as she saw Audra and Fiona begin to move. “I did say that.”


  “I don't get it, then. What is Arcania?”


  “Actually, you should really be asking her where it is. It’s a place, not a thing.”


  As Bastian’s voice echoed throughout the cave, Siobhan’s eyes scanned the area and she began to scoot back. Naeve reached out and touched her knee, hoping to calm her.


  “It’s okay, Siobhan.”


  “Like hell it is. Who the fuck is that?”


  There was a low whistle in the darkness and then a chuckle. “Well, she has a mouth on her, doesn't she?”


  Naeve whipped her head to the side and glared over in the direction she knew the smug man was standing. “You’re not helping. Give us a minute, would you?”


  “Just one?” he inquired. 


  Naeve decided that, if he could read her mind, then he’d get, How about you disappear until I’m ready?


  “Just making sure. With me, you’d best learn to be specific, cousin.”


  “Or what?” she snapped out loud this time.


  “Or,” he drawled, “you never know what could happen.”


  Before she could question him or stand up to yell, he disappeared. Literally faded into nothing. 


  Holy shit. Where did he—


  “Who was that, Naeve? And where the fuck did he go?” Siobhan’s questions were delivered like accusations.


  “Ah…” Naeve hedged, trying to find the right words to explain Bastian—and any words to explain what she didn’t know.


  “Naeve?”


  Saving her from actually having to speak was the sound of feet moving across the ground. Fiona took a seat beside Siobhan, and Audra knelt down next to her. They each looked at one another and then reached out to hold hands, forming a small circle of four. 


  She remembered their mother telling them when they were children that, no matter what, they must always stick together. Nothing could come between the four of them. 


  Born together, they were united. She was forever reminding them that they were each different and possessed unique personalities they should be proud of. And as Naeve sat there with her sisters, she knew she had to tell them what she’d seen.


  “This is going to sound really strange,” she started out softly. “That man, the one who was just talking? Well, he showed me something. Something I can’t explain.”


  “What?” Audra asked as she squeezed her fingers tighter around Naeve’s. “What did he show you?”


  Naeve swallowed, and her eyes nervously roved over them as she realized how insane her next words were going to sound. “He showed me our mother.”


  “What?” Siobhan asked. “You mean she’s here?”


  “No. No,” she answered, quickly shaking her head.


  “Then what do you mean he showed you—”


  “In his palm,” she interrupted before she lost her nerve. “There is this light and it glows, and he showed me our mother back when she was young and pregnant with us.”


  “Oookay. Do you know how crazy you sound? I think you hit your head harder than the rest of us.”


  “No,” Naeve insisted, staring across at Siobhan. “I know what I saw, what he did.”


  “What he did? Are you listening to yourself?” Siobhan asked as if she’d totally lost her mind. 


  Hell, maybe I have.


  “Who is this guy, anyway?” 


  “His name is Bastian. He reads minds and does…does this magic stuff with his hands and the light.”


  “I don’t want to sound mean, Naeve. But do you really believe that?” Fiona finally asked.


  “Yes, I do. I know I sound crazy—trust me. But he can show you. Just like he showed me.”


  She let go of their hands and called out Bastian’s name, and as they sat there and waited in silence, Naeve could feel her sister’s eyes on her as absolutely nothing happened.


  



  * * *


  



  Bastian took full form back up in the shadows of the Sequoia. He had to contact his father’s guards and let them know he’d secured the women. He should have really done it when he’d first arrived, but having never left the castle before—or even his chambers for that matter—he’d been curious. 


  So he’d taken a few minutes—maybe more than a few—and spoken to Naeve, the first of the four to wake.


  What exactly does the Empress want with them? From what Bastian understood, it couldn’t be anything good—not when it came to Seraphine.


  Marked by the Guardians, like himself, he and Seraphine were two of the very few sensualeers known to the public. Their kind possessed certain abilities that the people of Arcania had been taught to fear ever since the legendary battle with Caitlin. That apprehension was one of the many reasons he’d been locked away since he was born and others like him remained in hiding. 


  She, however, had been crowned Empress and was known as ‘the ruler without mercy.’ She governed with brute intimidation to get what she wanted, solidifying the fears of the people when it came to their kind. Tyrannical and unloving, she had made sure that the people of Arcania shared her desolate fate—nothing was sacred. 


  Bastian settled into the crook of the tree and closed his eyes as he searched out the link he was seeking. The art of communication through one’s mind was one of the first skills he’d perfected. He’d forged many different paths over the years. Some out of boredom and some without permission, but he’d never had to establish one with someone so antagonistic towards the idea—someone like his father’s head guard. 


  The man’s mind was a steel trap. One which he never unlocked. In other words, Bastian had to knock and wait for the door to be answered. So when he sent out the link, he was surprised to feel the almost instant connection.


  Knowing of Ry’Ker’s stern reputation and his intense dislike of what Seraphine was, Bastian assumed that he was regarded with the same disgust, so he didn’t bother with pleasantries. 


  We’re in the Taise Forest. On the East bank of the Hei Falls. 


  There was no acknowledgment, just a slight change of direction in the soldier's thoughts and true to his nature, Bastian couldn’t help but latch on to it. 


  Kai knows where it is.


  I don’t believe I asked. The clipped response was cold and direct, and it left Bastian annoyed enough to fire back.


  Then stop thinking about it so hard. Your brother will lead you here. Make sure you follow.


  The second he thought it, Bastian felt the guard sever the connection.


  



  * * *


  



  “So let me get this straight.” Siobhan started out slowly, as if she were talking to a deranged person. “This man, this stranger, who brought us here…is here to help us? And as an added bonus, he can do magic tricks? Really, Naeve?”


  When Siobhan said it like that, Naeve thought she sounded batshit crazy too.


  “I can't explain it. He said that we were brought here by…” She hesitated over the word ‘Empress’ because it seemed so, well, weird. “By someone, but he didn’t give a name. And he says we are part of an Imperial Family. Oh…and that Aunt Rhiannon, get this, has been missing for years and so has Mom.”


  Siobhan finally stood and started to pace. “I'm sorry, Naeve. But you sound demented.”


  “Yes, she does. Doesn't she? But she is telling you the truth.”


  Spinning on her toes, Siobhan turned to face where Bastian now stood with a long, thick branch that was lit at one end. 


  As the rest of them stood, Naeve noticed he was dressed the same as before in those lightweight pants and nothing more. He moved to take a step closer, and Siobhan backed away.


  “Don't come any closer to us.”


  “Or what?” he asked. 


  Naeve winced as she thought of all the things Siobhan would be thinking—case in point.


  “I don't think kicking my ass would be beneficial at this point in time. Although I'd like to see what that entails.”


  Siobhan bravely took a step forward, but Naeve grabbed her arm. 


  “Stop it,” she murmured. “I believe him.”


  Siobhan glared at her and then moved her eyes to her other mute sisters.


  “They are starting to believe me also,” Bastian interjected. “Just so there’s no reason to speculate.”


  Siobhan’s shoulder’s stiffened, and she turned back to face the stranger across from her. “Okay, then. Since you’re the strapping young man here to save us, why don’t you lead the way out of here?”


  Bastian raised the branch he was holding and then dug it into the dirt below his feet so it stood upright. “Because you have it all wrong, cousin. I’m not here to save you.”


  As the final word left his mouth, he raised his hand in an arcing sweep across the space before them. An intricate mirage appeared, the fire from the branch forming the shapes and shadows of people and villages; it was a map of a world they'd never known existed. Turning back to face them, he said fiercely, “But my father seems to think that you are all here to save them.”
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  Kai stood in the archway of the Hall and watched his men move around in silence. A little over an hour ago, he’d given the order that they were moving out at nightfall. 


  Since then, Marcus had taken charge in gathering their weapons and having the food readied, while Ry’Ker had begrudgingly taken a seat in the far corner of the room.


  It was odd to look at a man and know that you were of the same blood yet not be able to recognize anything about him. That was how Kai felt as he looked at the stranger in the corner. 


  Ry’Ker had removed his helmet and body armor, and even then, the man who came into view was no one he remembered. His head was shaved, as were all the Imperial Guards, and his face was grave. The laughing boy he’d grown up with was long gone, but then again, he was not the same either. Not by any means.


  He walked into the room and looked over the weapons laid out on the table. Axes, crossbows, and swords were all strewn across the large expanse, and as he ran his fingertips along the edge of the sturdy bench, he came to the final piece of weaponry—his favorite by choice. 


  The arrow and longbow.


  Almost as tall as he was, this particular bow he’d crafted with his own two hands. Just as he had with the arrows, which sat neatly beside the quiver he’d modified to strap to his back. 


  He picked one of them up and continued over to where Ry’Ker was seated. After running his fingers along the smooth wood of the shaft, he stopped in front of his brother and pressed his fingertip against the sharp head.


  “Have you heard anything on the location of the women?”


  RyKer’s eyes found his as he answered, “Yes. Just now.”


  “Si’Bastian, I presume?”


  His brother gave him a suspicious look and asked, “How would you know it was him?”


  Kai felt his lip curl at the side and merely shrugged. “I grew up at L’Mere just like you. Or have you forgotten, brother?”


  Ry’Ker stood from the chair he’d been keeping warm and fumed at him. “Of course I haven’t forgotten. I was merely unaware that you’d made such close friends with the resident sensualeer.” His voice grated over the final word as he moved to stand toe-to-toe with him. “In fact, I’m surprised you even remember how to be civil enough to have friends.”


  Kai took a step back and slid the arrow between his thumb and forefinger before dropping it down to his side. Slowly, he ran his eyes over the guard standing before him then returned to the table to place the arrow back down next to the others.


  “Believe what you want, brother. But be careful who you choose to follow with those lofty expectations of yours.”


  “What is that supposed to mean?”


  Looking over his shoulder, he pinned Ry’Ker with a steely look. “Betrayal comes in many shapes and forms. Be sure you aren’t so quick to pardon some while condemning others.”


  Finished with the conversation, he walked towards the door, ready to go and get suited up. 


   


  * * *


  



  Naeve was the first to step forward and examine the map that seemed to be alive in front of them.


  “How are you doing that?” she wondered aloud as she reached out to touch the images on the stone. 


  But before Bastian could answer, Siobhan interrupted, “What is it?”


  Bastian straightened and turned to face her sisters. “This…is Arcania.”


  “Yeah, I figured that would be your answer.” Siobhan walked closer and prodded, “Want to give a little more info, Magic Man?”


  Bastian didn’t respond to her heckling, but he did give her an answer to her question. “It’s a map of the castles, lakes, and villages that are within the borders of our world.”


  Naeve continued to trace a finger over the image of a tall tower that was attached to an old, crumbling castle. It was simply mesmerizing the way the shadows and shapes moved under her finger as if it were alive. At the northernmost point of the map were the words ‘Castle Claremont.’


  “Where do you live?” she asked.


  Bastian turned to see where she was looking and placed his fingers over the lavish castle towards the center of the map, the one that was surrounded by several lakes and a forest that looked so unwelcoming that she’d avoided it even though it was only an image. 


  “Castle L’Mere is my home.”


  They all stood there, silently studying the elaborate etching in the center of the map.


  “Why is it so dark?” Fiona asked, always curious. “The forest surrounding the castle?”


  Bastian glanced over to her and then back to the map. “Our land is infected.  All of that darkness is the dead.”


  Naeve felt a chill race up her spine, and before she could ask, it seemed Siobhan was reading her mind. 


  “Why?”


  “That story is long, and it is not mine to tell. It’s more important that we get you safely to L’Mere.”


  Siobhan crossed her arms and peered down the line they’d formed to where Bastian was standing beside the flickering torch. “‘We’ get you to safety? Who is ‘we’? Or are you going to tell me you can make people magically appear too?”


  Bastian narrowed his eyes on her but still answered her question as patiently as the others. “No. I cannot make people appear. I can and did, however, contact some men who will lead us back to L’Mere.”


  Audra tugged on Naeve’s arm, and she turned to her wide-eyed and, up until now, silent sister.


  “I don’t know about this,” she whispered. “Something doesn’t feel right to me.”


  Naeve thought that was probably the understatement of the year, but before she could pull Siobhan over to discuss it, she was asking her next question.


  “Who’s coming here?” 


  They all turned to face where Siobhan was standing with her hands on her hips and her foot tapping on the ground.


  “The Imperial Guard is coming,” Bastian stated, and then he paused for a moment and seemed to think over his next words carefully. “As are the men of Claremont.”


  Siobhan started to laugh then, as if she found that answer highly amusing. “So we’re supposed to believe that you’re some kind of magical being, yet we need two armies to get us out of here? In that case, you might as well go and let us wait for the real men to show up. Where the hell did you bring us, anyway?” 


  For the first time since Naeve had met him, she saw a foreboding expression cross Bastian’s face as his eyes took on a look that made her think she needed to replace the word ‘magical’ with ‘terrifying.’ 


  It seemed as if Bastian’s patience had finally worn out.


  He raised both of his hands palms up, and then she heard in her head, You are and always have been in the center of the Taise Forest. You have merely been under a glamour shield. But now…you are not.


  Then he turned his hands, pushed them down, and disappeared. 


  In the blink of an eye, the four of them were left standing in the exact same place they’d originally woken in. 


  The forest darkened by death.


  



  * * *


  



  The sound of the bells in the High Tower indicated that it was time.


  Kai made his way down from his chambers, dressed as his men were—in a black leather jerkin, matching pants, and heavy, black strider boots. He met Marcus at the outer gate, where he secured his quiver by a buckle across his chest and then took his bow and slung it over his shoulder. 


  With a quick flick of his wrist he pulled his hood up over his head and strode past his men to where his brother waited, suited up in the shiniest of armor. He stood out like a burning flame.


  “Do you wish to blend into the shadows or attract trouble, brother?”


  “To me, they have always been one and the same.”


  “I thought the idea was to reach the women before the Empress. You look like a shiny plaything. Seraphine will spot you in an instant.”


  Ry’Ker shoved the visor of his helmet up and gritted his teeth before he spat out, “And you look like the devil sent straight from Hell.”


  “Maybe I do. But at least I’ll reside here in Hell longer than you dressed as you are.”


  “Then what do you suggest? That the Commander’s head guard—”


  “Yes?” He didn’t miss for a second the way Ry’Ker caught his words before he let them slip free.


  “Nothing. Since you know the forest better than anyone else, what do you think would work?”


  Kai glanced over him and then stated bluntly, “I’d ditch the outer armor. Buckle your sword and knives around your hauberk and lose the holier-than-thou attitude.”


  Ry’Ker reached up with both hands and jerked his helmet from his head. “What’s my attitude got to do with what I’m wearing?”


  Leaning down until they were nose to nose, Kai gave a menacing grin. “Not a single thing, but it’s getting on my last nerve.”


  Seething, Ry’Ker raised an arm and clenched his fist. “If I were not under orders to be here—”


  “But you are, aren’t you? Your leader, your land… It needs me, remember? And therefore,” he told him with a quick jab of his finger to the shiny chest plate, “so do you.”


  Ry’Ker wisely took a step back and struggled to get ahold of himself. Kai had always admired that about him when they were kids. He would always react impulsively and let his emotions dictate his decisions. Whereas Ry’Ker was controlled in almost every aspect of his life—except for his temper when it was firmly provoked.


  “How many men do you have?” Ry’Ker finally asked.


  Straight back to business, Kai thought. And that’s what this is—business.


  He would do the job. The one his brother had been sent to ask of him. And then he would exact payment—and he would get paid.


  “I’m bringing just the ten behind me. You?”


  “Twenty waiting five miles to the East of Claremont’s farthest border. If we head out now, we should reach them and then Hei Falls by tomorrow morning at the latest.”


  Marcus made his way through the group of men waiting on them and handed over his leather belt, which held his sword and combat dagger.


  “Thank you.”


  With a slight nod, the man acknowledged quietly, “Of course, Sire.”


  Kai fastened it around his waist and made sure the handle was within quick reach across his body. “Well?” he asked. “What are you waiting for, brother? Strip and belt up. Or do you wish to be an exposed whore to the hungry beast?”


  When Ry’Ker snarled at him, he offered nothing more than a raised brow as he turned to address his men.


  “Listen up. Just as I would advise on any mission, your first concern is that of yourself. You owe nothing to anybody. Once your safety is secured, assist as you are able. We’ll be meeting up with the Imperials just East of the outer border.”


  He took a piece of black cloth from his belt, but before he secured it to the side of his hood, he added, “Our orders are to locate and transport these four women safely back to L’Mere. That means nobody is to touch them in any way. Do I make myself clear?”


  “Yes, Sire,” his men chorused as he raised the cloth to cover his face. 


  He turned and saw that Ry’Ker had stripped and was indeed dressed as he’d suggested, but he was also cloaked in a black, hooded cape.


  “You almost look like—”


  “Just lead out and shut your mouth. And I swear, Kai, if you lay a hand on any of them…”


  Mala’Kai walked through the huge doors of the outer gatehouse, and as they made their way onto the dirt path that led straight into the darkened forest, he asked, “You’ll what? Kill me?” He laughed as if the thought were absurd and then continued forward, leaving his brother to follow.
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  “Are you happy now?” Fiona was the first to speak.


  Siobhan let out an irritated sigh. “I suppose this is my fault?”


  Marching over until she was face to face with Siobhan, Fiona pointed a finger at her. “Well, you are the one who couldn’t keep her mouth shut.”


  “And you’re the one who just stood there, mute. At least I was trying to get some answers.”


  Finally having had enough, Naeve pushed her way between the two of them and held her hands up. “Would the both of you please shut up?”


  As the two of them settled, she saw Audra walking towards the tree they had spent the first night huddled against. Her black hair shifted in the breeze as she reached back in a familiar move to gather it over her shoulder. It was crazy to think that they’d now been gone for nearly a day and a half.


  How many hours do they typically wait until an adult is declared missing? Twenty-four hours? Forty-eight?


  She turned back to face her feuding siblings and asked, “Can’t you two see how much this is affecting Audra? She’s hardly said two words since we woke up here.”


  “I’m pretty sure we’re all feeling the effects, Naeve.”


  Naeve touched her forehead and then pushed her fingers through her hair as she took a step back. “You know what, Siobhan? Some of us aren’t as strong and brave as you are.”


  Siobhan rolled her eyes and walked off to a tree several feet from where they were standing. “I’m going to sit here, silent and helpless, and wait for someone to come save me. Does that work better for you?”


  Fiona looked her way and shrugged. “I don’t care what you do. You already managed to piss off the one person who was helping us.”


  “Oh please. He wasn’t helping us. He was—”


  “Helping us,” Naeve interjected. “That’s what he was doing.”


  Siobhan picked up a stick beside her and threw it as if it would make her feel better. “He was screwing with us. Trying to confuse us into thinking we’re in some place that doesn’t even exist. He probably drugged us too.”


  Shaking her head, Fiona muttered, “God help me. I can’t sit with her right now. I’ll kill her.”


  Naeve agreed but knew she was the most even tempered, so she volunteered. “I’ll go and sit with her, if you’ll sit with Audra.”


  Fiona walked off in the direction of their youngest sister, who was pressed up against the trunk of the giant tree opposite of where Siobhan was seated. 


  Naeve spun around and made her way over to her temperamental sister, who was viciously snapping twigs between her fingers. She looked down at her, and when Siobhan returned her gaze, she noticed for the first time a sliver of fear creep into those amber eyes. 


  Gathering her dress around her legs, Naeve took a seat beside her on the grass and whispered, “It’s okay to be scared, you know, by everything he was saying...”


  Siobhan nodded as the wind picked up and the branches started to creak and moan. “It’s not what he was saying, Naeve. It’s who and what he is,” she confessed, turning troubled eyes to her. “If he’s real, then who are we?”


  Naeve hadn’t thought of it like that. Too busy trying to think of a way out of here, she hadn’t really stopped to question her part in all of this. She’d conveniently pushed aside what she’d seen of their mother and their father and let Bastian sweep her up in his magic tricks.


  Siobhan looked away to stare out into the darkness, and as Naeve continued to watch her, she heard her mutter a question that was truly frightening in its complexity.


  “Who do you become when the you that you always were is no longer?”


  



  * * *


  



  Bastian emerged from the shadows above the women and cursed his short fuse. He’d been released from his chambers and sent out here with one simple instruction—keep the women safe until they arrived at L’Mere. Instead, he’d lost his temper.


  There weren’t many who dared to doubt him, courtesy of his isolation. But the one who often did so—his father—had made his ego a particularly sore spot, and when poked at, it brought to the surface a side of Bastian he didn’t fully have under control.


  His temper.


  When Siobhan had called into question his competence, Bastian’s pride had reared its ugly head, and he’d felt a darkness gnaw at him. One that taunted him to teach them a lesson, prove his superiority.


  He’d squelched the urge by getting the hell out of there, but not before jolting some sense into them. They had been scared of him tonight, and maybe that was a good thing.


  It was better they not grow attached to one who was feared, one who was condemned to live his life in seclusion. 


  This way, they would not rely on him for anything at all.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve wasn’t sure how long she’d slept. She was surprised she’d managed to at all, considering. 


  Opening her eyes, she sat up and noticed that Siobhan was nowhere in sight. She glanced over to the other tree to see that Audra and Fiona were also sleeping and wondered how long they’d been out.


  There was no light to judge by, no sun rising or setting. Just a dull, consistent grey that turned to inky black, and right now, that darkness seemed to have engulfed them.


  Standing up, she brushed her hands over the back of her dress, removing any leaves that had been sticking to her. Then she tugged her jacket around her waist and turned to see if Siobhan had walked off behind them, searching for a way out.


  Circling the tree, Naeve saw nothing. Nothing but a never-ending stretch of darkness.


  She let out a deep breath and tried not to feel disheartened by their situation. It seemed like the best thing to do was wait for Siobhan to return. Then, when the other two woke, they’d try to find a way out of there—they just had to stay positive.


  Deciding to wait with the others, she started to walk in the direction she thought the girls were sitting, but the farther she walked, the more disoriented she became. She glanced around and spotted the place where she’d spent the night and then looked across to where the girls should’ve been and saw—nothing.


  Wait a minute…


  Feeling herself start to panic, she started walking faster in the direction she knew they’d been sitting. But still, there was nothing. 


  Nothing but trees and the loud thumping of her heart.


  



  * * *


  



  Kai crouched down with his back pressed against a giant Redwood. They’d been walking all night, and the morning was now upon them as they finally arrived at their destination.


  He’d loved playing and hunting in this forest as a child, but now, he hated to come down this far. To witness the decay of these trees that had lived for thousands of years was devastating. 


  He’d just received word from his men up ahead that they’d spotted two of the four women. With a quick hand gesture, he’d signaled for them to go forward with their capture while he would continue on and try to locate the other two.


  Removing the dagger from his belt, he slowly stood when he heard a branch crack underfoot. Whoever was coming his way certainly wasn’t aware of the dangers this forest contained.


  The footfalls were light but hurried, almost frantic in pace, as the person moved about. Then, finally, they seemed to slow down and move closer until he heard nothing. Nothing but deadly silence.


  When he stepped out from behind the tree, the first thing he noticed was her hair. Bright as the sun amongst all of the gloom, her hair fell in long waves to the middle of her back. The second thing of note was what she was wearing. Or, more accurately, what she was not. Though she was dressed in some kind of coat and tunic, the woman’s legs were left bare save for some rather tall but impractical boots.


  Creeping up behind her, he noticed how he towered over her frame, and he allowed his mind to wander for the first time in decades. She would fit very nicely against my—


  No, no, Kai. No touching.


  Bastian…get out of my head.


  I would if I could locate your brother. But as usual—


  He’s blocked you. 


  You would be correct.


  West bank. That’s where he’s headed. You may not recognize him though.


  Oh?


  I made him lose the armor. Kai pictured his oh-so-serious brother. Be sure to tell him I said hello.


  I wouldn’t do that even if I knew him well enough. Meanwhile, remember what I said. We don’t know if they are subject to the Empress’s curse.


  Fine. I will look and not touch… Kai let his thought trail off and then added, Yet, before he shut down the link. 


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve placed a hand over her heart, trying to calm down. That only caused further anxiety, however, when she realized she was alone again.


  She was about to let out a petrified scream when a huge arm wrapped around her from behind. It yanked her back against something solid, and there was nothing she could do when a blade was angled up towards her throat. After sucking in a quick breath, she then ceased breathing altogether. 


  If I’m going to die, make it quick. Please. 


  “Don’t. Make. A. Sound.”


  The low, gravelly voice reverberated through her as she felt a tear escape the corner of her eye. The arm that was banded across her chest was full-on muscle as it easily held her in place against a body that was as impenetrable as a brick wall. 


  Naeve didn’t move a muscle, but she lowered her eyes the best she could and saw a black leather glove that went halfway up that thick forearm. As the hand on her right shoulder tightened, she grimaced and felt the tip of the knife press against her throat. 


  “Where is your other sister?”


  Naeve remained silent, not sure she could even remember how to speak, and then she felt those fingers grip her shoulder harder as they spun her around and pulled her up close. 


  The sight that greeted her was like something from her worst nightmare. 


  She couldn’t have imagined ever feeling the terror she felt right then. For that reason alone, she’d never known that her response would be to become one hundred percent paralyzed.


  As she stared up at the towering figure before her, she had to wonder if maybe she was already dead and he’d been sent to collect her. Cloaked from head to toe in nothing but black, he almost blended into the shadows except for the shiny blade he had pointed at her throat. She couldn’t make out a face behind the hood and mask, but all she continued to hope was that, if he planned to kill her, he’d do it fast.


  “Where is your other sister?”


  Naeve swallowed and tried again to open her mouth. “I…”


  The pressure on her arm increased, and she winced as her eyes flicked to his huge shoulders, where she saw what she thought was a…bow slung over it.


  “You..?”


  She brought her eyes back to where she figured he was looking down at her—if the devil had eyes.


  “I…I don’t know,” she managed. Then she waited for him to flick his wrist and end her life. After what felt like several minutes, she felt the blade leave her throat and then heard a soft whoosh sound.


  “Why am I not surprised?” he mumbled before he grabbed her other arm and hauled her up off her toes. “You’re coming with me. Don’t even think about screaming.”


  So I’m definitely not dead. 


  “No running either. I have a dagger, and you have nothing. Remember that.”


  Not dead…yet.


  [image: Image]


  



  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”


  The smooth voice that surrounded Ry’Ker had him halting with his hands cupped over the rushing water where he knelt by the West bank. 


  Looking to his left, he sat back on his heels when he spotted Li’Am’s son sitting at the base of a tree. For some time now, he’d known of the man who was confined to the East chambers of L’Mere, but never had they had a reason to cross paths. 


  Something he was grateful for, considering what Si’Bastian was. 


  Ry’Ker watched him cautiously as he got to his feet and started to walk his way. Gods. Exactly who I don’t want to deal with right now.


  “That’s no way to repay me for your life. If it weren’t for me, you’d be lying dead at my feet,” Si’Bastian told him, answering the thought inside his head as he crouched down so they were eye to eye. “That would displease my father greatly. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  Ry’Ker stood and backed away, uncomfortable at being so close to the sensualeer. 


  Having grown up under the mercurial temperament of their Empress, he knew not to have skin contact or show his emotions. The rumors of what exactly their kind could do made him wary as hell when it came to Li’Am’s son. He’d honed and implemented his defense against the sensualeers a long time ago, and it wasn’t something that was about to change because Si’Bastian had been let out of his chambers for a day.


  “Nothing has been reported of the Hei Falls being contaminated.”


  Si’Bastian shrugged and walked closer. “Feel free to test the theory, but it will be hard for me to say I was right when you are dead.”


  Ry’Ker gave Si’Bastian a quick once over, and then turned to the water, which looked deceptively refreshing. 


  “I can sense her magic. The curse is strong. One sip of that and you or any other man would be incapacitated quicker than even I could blink. The Empress sure doesn’t like your kind.”


  Ry’Ker spun back and pinned Si’Bastian with a confrontational stare. “And nobody likes your kind.”


  If he’d hoped to offend the man, he was in for disappointment. Si’Bastian merely nodded once and then shifted his gaze back to the water.


  “It will likely hit the surrounding water supply within days.”


  Ry’Ker cursed under his breath and thought back to a time when this place he lived in had been a sanctuary. Not an infected wasteland where the Empress’s need for revenge had destroyed any and all mortal connections.


  “We need to hurry and get the women back to L’Mere before she regains enough strength to locate them. We only get one shot at this.”


  “I agree,” Si’Bastian stated. “Marcus has two of them. One is still wandering, and the other, Naeve… She is with—”


  “Kai,” he finished in a tone that was less than pleased. 


  He noticed the dark eyes studying him, but before he could speak, Si’Bastian disappeared.


  



  * * *


  



  Kai looked down into the terrorized face staring up at him and felt the woman vibrate from the shivers racking her body.


  How long had it been since he’d been this close to a woman? Since he’d touched one?


  The answer came to him quicker than he’d expected, and when the number of years hit the double digits, he realized just how isolated he’d been.


  He bent down to get a closer look at the remarkable blue eyes that were brimming with tears. She was terrified of him but trying her hardest to keep a brave face. He’d figured she would have been much easier to control if she was too scared to ask questions, but he hadn’t meant to send her into shock and have her fall faint at his feet.


  Kai loosened his hold on her arm, and the second he did, he saw something new flash in those shiny eyes of hers—determination. 


  The rabbit is about to run. 


  Why that idea appealed to him, he couldn’t say, but he found himself releasing her just the same. He lowered his arm to the side as if he were fixing his belt, and just as he’d suspected—she ran. 


  For the first time in decades, he felt a genuine smile stretch behind his mask. Then he took off after her. She was fast as she darted off to the left, deeper into the forest.


  But he was faster.


  Following close on her heels, he saw her turn back and check where he was in relation to herself. When she saw that he was coming up on her, she pumped those bare legs of hers even faster and flew like an arrow.


  His boots thumped loudly on the earth as he closed in, and when she tripped on a snarled root of one of the trees and fell, he knew he had her. She rolled over until she was on her back and then pushed herself up until she was half sitting. 


  Before she could scramble away, Kai dropped to his knees and straddled her slender thighs. Then he reached forward to grip the sides of her coat in his hands. He dragged her up until her nose was touching the mask he wore, and her eyes finally locked onto his.


  “I told you not to run.”


  Her breathing was coming in quick pants, and her sweet, warm breath was seeping through the material covering his mouth.


  “If you’re going to kill me—”


  “I’m not,” he admitted. “But if you run again, I may be tempted.”


  She blinked several times. This close to her, he noticed that her lashes were thick as they brushed across her smooth cheeks.


  “Then…then…what do you want?” she asked, stumbling over her words even as she tried to put up a courageous front. 


  He remained silent as he continued to look at her and took a moment to enjoy how she felt trapped between his legs on the ground. “This isn’t about what I want.” He paused as he let her go, and she fell back on her elbows. “Not yet, anyway.”


  She was an unfamiliar vision as she lay there under him. Her breasts were heaving against the flimsy cloth that covered her, and her legs were now covered with dirt and leaves from the ground. She looked like some kind of woodland nymph.


  He ran his gaze down her frame and reminded himself that he wasn’t an animal. He wasn’t the kind of man who couldn’t control himself even though he silently admired her and wished he could touch. 


  He reached out to remove a twig from her hair, and when she flinched away, he realized that it didn’t matter what he did or didn’t do. She already thought the worst anyhow.


  Rising to his feet, he held out a hand and watched the way she scrutinized it before glancing back at him.


  “I’m not going to hurt you. You have my word.”


  She said nothing as she once again looked at his hand.


  “Take it. Or lie there and risk the kleptors alone.”


  That seemed to gain some kind of reaction as she sat up and asked softly, “The…what?”


  Kai looked over his shoulder as the wind started to shift and the shadows grew impossibly darker. The leaves on the ground began to swirl in a circular fashion as they were picked up and moved along to a new destination. 


  The Empress was starting to stir. They needed to get moving—now. 


  He thrust his hand closer to where she sat and said, “We must hurry. Before they come.”


  Something in his tone must have relayed the seriousness of his claim, because she timidly slipped her palm into his. He wrapped his large hand around hers and pulled her to her feet. 


  When she was finally standing in front of him, she asked, “Who comes?”


  But before he could answer, a shrill cry echoed through the forest.


  They were too late.


  



  * * *


  



  The high-pitched sound from the first night was back. Before Naeve had a chance to cover her ears, the intimidating figure that was holding her arm dragged her out of the open space and into the thick foliage. 


  He spun them around so his back was pressed to the trunk of a tree and hers to his chest. Then, pulling her down to a crouch, he grabbed his thick black cape, and threw it over the both of them.


  “Shh…” he whispered, but he didn’t have to tell her twice. 


  The sound that was echoing all around them was the more horrifying option between him and it, so she remained huddled against the huge wall of a man behind her. The shivers that had been racking her body earlier were back as the noise continued to repeat over and over throughout the darkness.


  What the hell is that? 


  Naeve wanted to ask, but he’d told her to stay quiet and she didn’t want to draw its attention—whatever it was. As she strained to see through the cape, she realized it was no use. The material was thick and she might as well have had her eyes closed for all she could see.


  As his hot breath ghosted against her hair, she stayed motionless in his arms, and after what seemed like hours instead of minutes, the sound stopped and all she could hear was her breathing…and his. Why that was comforting, she had no idea.


  Choosing to ignore that insane emotion, she asked, “What was that?” 


  The man behind her didn’t drop the material he’d draped over them, but he answered in a voice that was low and certain, “A kleptor.”


  Naeve tried to imagine for even a second what that could be but came up with nothing. “What is a…kleptor?” She waited silently for his response in the stillness that had closed in and surrounded them,


  Then he answered gravely, “A watcher.”


  She wasn’t sure if he would elaborate, and honestly, she wasn’t sure she wanted him to. After all, a man in a black-death warrior’s uniform hardly seemed like the best local tour guide.


  “This is the Taise Forest. The kleptors are the Empress Seraphine’s eyes. They show her what she wants to see when she is not physically here. They guard the forest.”


  She tried to digest all of that and make some kind of sense from it. But before she could help herself, she was asking question after question. “What do you mean they are her eyes? What are they? And why do they make such a horrible noise?”


  “Quiet,” he demanded, and Naeve immediately shut her mouth. “We don’t have time for your questions. Their reappearance means she is regaining strength. That is not part of the plan. We need to find your other sister and get out of this cursed place.”


  When he removed the cape from around them, she realized she wasn’t quite ready to move. She might have been frightened of him at first, but right in that moment, he felt like the safest option.


  “You need to move. Or you can stay here with your plump arse pressed against my—”


  Quick as a flash, Naeve was on her feet and stepping away, reminded that he was not a safe option.


  “Thought that might get you up.”


  She decided right then that, if this scary-looking guy wasn’t going to hurt her, she wanted some answers, and the only way to get those was to ask. Taking a deep breath, she steeled herself against what she would see when she turned, but it still didn’t quite prepare her for the full impact of him. 


  The first thing she really took in was his size.


  “You’re massive.” She hadn’t realized she was going to say the words until they’d just tumbled out.


  “And you’re not. Remember that and we’ll get along just fine.”


  Determined not to be dissuaded, Naeve raised her chin and added, “You’re not very nice either.”


  “So I’ve been told.”


  She heard a low chuckle, and the noise made her thighs clench even as she told herself her reaction was completely inappropriate.


  “Who are you?”


  “Feeling brave all of a sudden, little rabbit?”


  “Rabbit?”


  “Yes,” he agreed and walked closer to her.


  Naeve bunched her fists by her sides and told herself not to move an inch. The only way he would believe she wasn’t intimidated was if she stood her ground. But when a man like that came towards you, it was hard to make such a stand.


  He stopped when the tip of his boots touched hers, and he was so close that she could smell the leather of his clothes. Then he bent at the waist and lowered his face until it hovered above her own.


  “You ran like a frightened little rabbit.”


  For some reason, his words didn’t scare her. They actually had the opposite effect—they totally pissed her off.


  “Well, if you hadn’t pointed a knife at me, I wouldn’t have been frightened. Would I?”


  “No. I don’t suppose you would have.”


  She could feel her chest rise and fall in aggravation, but she didn’t dare take her eyes off the ones she could finally see focused on her. Like her, this man had blue eyes. But where she’d always been told hers were bright as the sky, his were a dark, stormy grey.


  Refusing to back down, she licked her lips and decided to keep going. “What’s your name?”


  She could have sworn she saw his eyes narrow slightly as if he were smiling behind the thing he had across his mouth.


  “You are feeling brave.”


  “You said you wouldn’t hurt me.”


  “So I did.”


  “Then what’s your name?”


  He straightened up to his full, overwhelming height and then finally gave her an answer. “Kai.”


  “Just Kai?”


  “Should there be more?”


  She thought back to her conversation with Bastian and how he’d said his full name was Si’Bastian. “No. Thank you for telling me.”


  When he said nothing, she internally chastised her own stupidity for having been so polite as he checked the path to their left and then their right, making sure it was clear. 


  “Are you done with all of your questions?”


  “Yes,” she answered, figuring that, if she thought of more, she could ask later—after they’d found her sisters. “Don’t you want to know my name?”


  “No,” he told her and reached out again to take her arm. “A hunter never names its prey.”


  And just like that, any sense of safety she’d felt disappeared as he started marching away, dragging her—his prey—behind him.
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  You still have not located the fourth. It wasn’t a question, more a statement, as Kai felt Bastian intrude on his mind.


  Bastian, you could try asking before you invade one’s thoughts, you know? 


  With his hand still firmly wrapped around the woman’s tiny wrist, Kai continued searching the woods looking for the fourth sister.


  But where’s the fun in that? And don’t act as though you aren't of a similar disposition, Mala'Kai. We would be bored if we had no one to torment.


  Knowing the statement to be true, Kai kept his mind purposefully blank. As a boy he'd discovered how much that irritated Bastian.


  You're merely proving my point, not your own, the wily voice taunted.


  Kai continued the silent treatment as he started up a small hill. The woman stumbled slightly, causing him to look back over his shoulder. When she righted her footing and aimed an indignant look his way, he figured that was as good a sign as any that she was okay to continue.


  What do you think of Naeve?


  Brought back to the fact that Bastian was still there, Kai thought, Who? 


  The woman you are dragging behind you like a stuck pig. Very gallant, by the way.


  Kai stopped in his tracks and Naeve ran into his back with a soft, “Oompf.”


  I thought I was sent to bring her back to L’Mere. Not to court her.


  “Why did we stop?”


  He turned to look down at the woman who had quietly voiced her concern. “Because someone keeps interrupting me.”


  Her lips pinched into a tight moue, and Kai found himself fascinated by the flush that reddened her cheeks.


  “I haven’t said one word since you started dragging me through the forest like some kind of animal.”


  He brought her in close to himself, finding that he liked having her there. “I was not referring to you. Someone is in my head—”


  “Bastian?”


  The hopeful sound in her voice displeased him in a way he couldn't quite explain.


  “Yes.”


  “He can get inside your mind too?”


  Just about done with the questions, Kai bit out sharply, “He can get inside anyone’s.”


  “But you can’t?”


  The way she’d said it had made it sound like a deficiency, and it prompted a response in him to defend himself. Taking each of her arms in his hands, he lifted her up until her feet were dangling off the ground. Her blue eyes widened, and he felt a perverse sense of satisfaction when he saw her breathing quicken. 


  “Unlike that skinny sensualeer, I don’t need to read your mind to know exactly what you are thinking.” 


  His eyes shifted to her throat, where her pulse beat rapidly. It was easy to sense her apprehension, but just under that seemed to be something else. For a moment, he really wished he could read her thoughts. 


  Oh, Kai. Don’t feel threatened. Just because I’m not as brawny as you doesn’t mean you should be ashamed that I am by far the more powerful of the two.


  Gods above, Bastian. Get lost.


  Temper, temper...


  Kai gritted his teeth and waited for him to leave, but right before there was silence, he heard, She likes your eyes.


  And that he never would have suspected.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve waited for the man she now knew as Kai to put her down. 


  She didn’t fear for her life anymore—not from him. But she was still intimidated by the strength and size of him. The man lifted her as though she weighed nothing more than a feather to him, and for that reason, she knew she had to be careful. 


  The other thing that made her wary was that she still hadn’t seen his face. 


  Nothing except for his eyes, and while they certainly weren’t kind, they did at least prove he wasn't the devil. 


  As she studied what she could see of him, she wished he would take off his mask, and that thought disturbed her. Almost as much as the fact that she had no idea where she was or how she’d gotten there.


  “Put me down,” she demanded and then waited to see what he would do.


  It could have gone either way, good or bad, but when he lowered her to her feet, Naeve held on to the hope that he really would keep his word and not hurt her.


  “We need to find your sister,” he muttered.


  “Siobhan?” 


  She watched his broad shoulders move as he shrugged and answered, “I told you. I wasn’t recruited to learn your names. I’m to bring you to the Commander. That is all.”


  Naeve thought back to what Bastian had told them and remembered when he’d mentioned men coming to bring them back to—


  “Castle L’Mere. That’s where we’re going, isn’t it?”


  Taking her wrist again, he started walking, roughly pulling her along behind him. “Yes,” he answered. “The sooner the better as far as I’m concerned.”


  Caught up in her own head, she let him lead her as she thought about everything she’d been told. New worlds, magical people, scary hunters, and now…a castle? It was starting to feel like a twisted kind of fairytale—one she wanted to wake the heck up from. 


  Tugging on her hand, she pulled it free and demanded, “Stop. Just stop for a minute, would you?”


  He stopped all right. Then he turned, and as she stared at him in rapt fascination, he did the one thing she’d been waiting for. He reached up and removed the mask from across his face. 


  As a slightly crooked nose came into view, she studied the dark stubble lining his lips and jaw and felt an overwhelming urge to reach out and touch them with her fingers. She hadn’t been prepared for the face behind that mask, and Naeve realized that it had been way easier to believe he might kill her when she hadn’t known how dangerously attractive he was.


  That was the least of her concerns, however, as he opened his mouth and spoke.


  “I don't have the time or the inclination to stop every few feet and answer the questions of some confused woman. Especially one that is dressed as you are.”


  Shocked by both his words and tone, Naeve looked down at her dress. She had to admit that it did look pretty bad right now, but that wasn’t her fault. 


  “There’s nothing wrong with what I’m wearing. Or there wasn’t until you started chasing me and I fell in the dirt.” 


  “I was not referring to the dirt. If anything, that at least adds some modesty to your ensemble.”


  Naeve felt her mouth fall open. Not only was this the most he’d said since holding a knife to her throat, but she now had the distinct feeling he was insulting her outfit.


  “Time to go. Unless you would like me to examine your choice of clothing from a much closer perspective.”


  Crossing her arms over her chest, she decided that ignoring him would be her best option.


  “Now that's a shame. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a woman. I was hoping you’d take me up on the offer.”


  “Well, at least the women of this…Arcania are smart.” Yeah, so much for ignoring.


  “No,” he stated bluntly. “They’re just deadly. Now stop talking and start walking. We have a long night ahead of us.”


  As they started to move through the forest again, she thought over what he’d said. Two things stood out to her. He’d called Bastian a sensualeer. What is that? And he’d said that the women here were deadly. How could a woman be deadly to him?


  She observed the way he moved up ahead of her. He was so stealthy for someone his size. Where she made the branches snap and could hear her own breathing, from him, she heard nothing. He had huge, thick boots, but they made no sound when he walked, and even though he was hauling what looked like an arsenal of weapons, she still couldn’t hear a thing.


  This man was dangerous. He’d proven that when they’d first met. 


  But what was most alarming was how drawn to him she felt. It was as though the more he spoke, and the more he revealed, the more she wanted to know. He made her forget where she was and how she was there. Instead, he had her wondering about this place and what it would feel like to touch that hard-looking face.


  And what a face it is.


  All she’d seen were his eyes, nose, and mouth, yet the thought of them made her more aware of her body than she'd ever been.


  It was insanity. It was unreal.


  And if this was a dream, she wasn’t quite ready to wake up.


  



  * * *


  



  Ry’Ker followed the West bank to the top of the Falls, where he’d instructed his men to assemble within the hour. As he drew closer to the group, he noticed they were gathered in a circular fashion around whatever was in the center of them, and he knew it had to be the two sisters. 


  When Li’Am had first told him of his plan, he’d been skeptical. But after he’d listened to reason and understood the roles these four women played, it made sense that Li’Am would not want them anywhere near Seraphine. After all, it was their mother who had ignited her wrath of destruction in the first place. It made sense that they could somehow be the end to it also.


  He looked around his men and realized that Li’Am’s son was nowhere to be found. 


  Where is he? 


  “I'm right here.”


  Ry’Ker felt his heart jumpstart when the sensualeer appeared beside him. 


  Li’Am had informed him that Si’Bastian had recently exhibited a new talent—one where he could seamlessly fade in and out on a whim. He had not appeared happy about this new development at all. In fact, he’d ordered Ry’Ker to watch him while outside the castle. Something that proved difficult when one party could disappear. 


  “Why are you no longer with the women?” he asked, his voice stern, not allowing room for any deviation.


  “One of the sisters…”


  When Si’Bastian trailed off, he prodded, “Yes?”


  “She provoked me.”


  Ry’Ker fully faced the man beside him. “You left four women your father entrusted to you in the Taise Forest because one of them provoked you? Good job, sensualeer. Your father will be proud.”


  As his final sentence hung between them, Ry’Ker knew he’d gone too far. 


  Si’Bastian’s eyes, the ones rumored to be capable of transfixing a body, darkened until they were black, while his mouth, which was said to be able to talk a person into shameless depravities such as giving their body over for his use, tightened into a thin line.


  “No, he won’t. But he never has been when it comes to me. But you… You’re a different story. Aren't you, soldier? Ry’Ker, head of the Imperial Guard. Loyal and righteous all the time. Tell me. Doesn’t it get tiresome?”


  “I—”


  “Go and be noble, Guard. Before I’m tempted to make you be otherwise.”


  Ry’Ker stormed away from Si’Bastian before he said something he would regret. He didn’t like the position Li’Am had placed him in, especially when he knew his aversion to Si’Bastian’s kind. 


  He had good reason to dislike those marked sensualeer. And even if he hadn’t lived through what he had as a boy, trying to survive under Seraphine’s rule would have turned him against anyone born what she was.


  He marched over to where his men were gathered and could hear their hushed whispers as they talked amongst one another. When they parted to allow him closer, he was surprised by what greeted him. 


  Their orders had been specific: capture the women and bring them safely back to L’Mere. But after years of no contact with the women of Arcania, he’d wondered if ‘safely’ was asking too much of his soldiers. 


  It appeared, though, that he’d been worried for nothing.


  There, sitting in the center of his men on a larger boulder, were two frightened but safe women. One’s hair was as black as the night surrounding them, and the other’s was a light shade of brown. 


  As he stepped into the center of the circle, he saw that they had their arms hooked and were sitting as close as they could to one another—a show of solidarity and also a sign of fear.  Ry’Ker had no idea how they must be feeling. Being surrounded by a group of men with weapons drawn must’ve been terrifying.


  He walked around them and noticed the way they were attired. Both were in long pants of some sort and odd shirts made of very little material. It was strange to say the least. He was used to women dressed in long, billowing gowns, modestly covered from head to toe. Not women who wore pants.


  He stopped in front of them, and the one with the ink-colored hair looked up, causing Ry’Ker to lose his footing for a second. The woman staring back at him was almost an exact replica of her mother—Maeve, the lost Empress.


  No wonder there were such reverent whispers amongst his men. 


  The Empress had been missing for years. It was her disappearance that had been the catalyst of all that had since occurred. So to be standing before a woman who was the very image of she whose portraits had been removed from all walls was somewhat disconcerting.


  Ry’Ker let his eyes slowly drift to her sister and noticed that she was watching him with caution. This one had been aware of his reaction and was obviously trying to judge his intentions. 


  “Ladies,” he greeted and gave a swift nod of his head. “I trust you have been treated well.” When neither of them replied, he continued. “I’m Ry’Ker, head of the Imperial Guard. We’ve been sent to escort you to Castle L’Mere.”


  The brunette stood, and he noted how fragile she appeared as she tilted her chin and told him quite adamantly, “We’re not going anywhere without our sisters.”


  He admired the way she faced off with him, especially since she barely reached his shoulder. But of one thing he was certain. “You do not have a choice, madam. You will go where I tell you to go.” 


  She looked scared, but he could tell she was trying her hardest to mask it.


  “Why? What do you want with us?” she asked.


  “Nothing,” he told her, and a look of disbelief crossed her features. “I want nothing from you except for your names.”


  She looked down to where her sister was still sitting and then turned back to him with her mouth closed. Apparently, she’d decided that silence was her friend. 


  He hadn’t wanted to use intimidation, but he also wouldn’t stand around for two hours and wait until she trusted him. He reached beneath the heavy black cape Mala'Kai had supplied and drew his sword. The woman’s eyes widened when she saw the menacing-looking blade, and he almost felt guilty for resorting to such a low move. Almost.


  Resting it down by his side, he asked again, “What is your name?”


  He saw her swallow and wondered what she was thinking. 


  “Fiona Brannigan.”


  He gave a quick nod of acknowledgment and then turned his eyes on the woman who remained silent where she sat. “And you are?”


  He wanted her to speak, this woman who resembled their lost Empress, but she didn’t. She just sat there staring at him.


  “Audra,” Fiona said, regaining his attention. “Her name is Audra.”


  “Good.” He tore his eyes away from that haunting face and instructed, “Stay here, and don't try to leave. My men will be watching you until we’ve located the other two.”


  He turned on his heel and was about to leave when he heard his name. Stopping, he looked back.


  “Yes?”


  Fiona glanced at the sword he still had in his hand and asked, “Are you going to hurt us?”


  Ry’Ker thought the question over and then told her as honestly as he could, “I do not wish to.”


  “But you will?”


  He looked between the two of them and stated bluntly, “If I have to.”


  Then he left to find the others.
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  Naeve estimated that they’d been walking for around thirty minutes.


  Thirty minutes of absolute silence—and she hated the quiet. 


  She much preferred to be surrounded by people. Often, she’d drag Siobhan down to the little café by their apartment and make her do her paperwork there so she could read and hear the soft chatter of people gossiping. So being hauled through the woods by a hulking man and not being allowed to talk was almost as bad as him threatening her life.


  She still wasn’t sure where she was, and that was truly disturbing. 


  If she were to believe the stories Bastian and Kai had told her, she was now in a place called Arcania. And if they’re lying, what’s the alternative?


  She looked ahead at the man in front of her and studied the huge bow that was slung over his shoulder. Beside it, strapped to his back, was a long, cylindrical bag, and poking out the top were several feathers. 


  Arrows.


  He was carrying a bow and arrows. Not to mention the sharp knife he’d held at her throat. And they all looked real enough to her.


  He’d drawn the hood of his cape back over his head, and the material swirled around his ankles with every step he took. She found herself fascinated by the way he moved. That someone so large could be so unnaturally quiet. It made her…curious about him.


  She was about to open her mouth and speak when he stopped and directed her beside him. 


  “Over there,” he stated, pointing to a wide, grassy patch between two large trees. “Is that—”


  “Siobhan!” she gasped as she pulled her arm away and started running to her sister. 


  She could see Siobhan’s flame-colored hair and made a beeline towards her where she lay on the ground. She’d pretty much forgotten that Kai told her not to run from him. All she knew was that she needed to reach her sister and make sure she was all right.


  When Naeve got to her side, she fell to her knees and saw a swollen cut on her forehead as blood dripped down the side of her face.


  “Siobhan,” she whispered urgently, gently touching her shoulder. “God, what happened to you? Open your eyes, Siobhan.”


  As she knelt there waiting, she saw Kai’s boots stop beside her and then looked up at him.


  “Did your men do this?”


  He scanned the area they were standing in, and once he was satisfied they were alone, he brought his eyes back to hers. “It’s possible.”


  “She won’t wake up,” she said, turning away in disgust. Tears stung her eyes as she stroked Siobhan’s hair. 


  “We need to keep moving. She will only slow us down.”


  Naeve’s mouth fell open, outraged by his lack of compassion. If he thought she was going to leave, he had another thing coming. 


  She stood and pointed at Siobhan. “I’m not going anywhere without her. You asked me where my other sister was. Well, here she is.”


  His eyes turned to slits as he glared at her, and then he took the bow from his shoulder and thrust it at her. “Here. Hold this.”


  Naeve looked at the unfamiliar weapon and gingerly took it from him. 


  “You need to move out of the way.”


  She stepped aside as he crouched down beside Siobhan, unfastening the buckle on his left shoulder, which secured his coat.


  “Gods…” he muttered under his breath as he reached for Siobhan's chin and moved it to the side. 


  That was when Naeve noticed a dark line extending up her sister's neck almost as though it were following an artery.


  “What is that? Why would your men do this to her?”


  He brought her head back to the center so he could lean down and tilt his ear over her mouth to see if she was still breathing.


  “Is she…” Naeve trailed off, unable to finish her thought.


  “Alive?” he supplied, and she nodded quickly. “Yes. She’s breathing,” he told her as he straightened and looked past her shoulder, always alert. His mouth pulled into a taut, unrelenting line. “But we need to hurry and find the others.”


  “The others?”


  “Bastian, your sisters, and my—” He stopped abruptly.


  Naeve couldn’t help but ask, “Your?”


  Instead of continuing, he said, “The Imperial Guard.”


  He turned back to Siobhan, bent down, and, as easily as if he were carrying a bag of groceries, scooped her up in his arms with the cape draped around her. Hefting her farther up his body, he held his left arm out and gestured to the bow.


  “Put it over my shoulder. Unless, of course, you plan to carry it for me.” 


  Naeve studied the apparatus, which was taller than she was, and then looked to him. Stepping in close, she drew it over his arm and up to his shoulder, which she had to stand on tiptoes to reach and still had trouble. When it was in place, she licked her lips and moved away, finding that being close to this man affected her in ways she couldn’t begin to understand.


  Maybe it’s because he’s so different from everyone I know? 


  From the way he spoke to the way he dressed. 


  Or the fact that he carries around a bow and arrow for God’s sake. 


  The guy wasn’t like anyone from Wilmington.


  



  * * *


  



  Kai looked down at the woman in his arms and then glanced at the blonde, who was valiantly trying to keep pace at his side. Ever since they’d started up again, she hadn’t taken her eyes off him. Or, more likely, her sister. 


  He found himself continually checking to make sure she was okay beside him, and he was starting to wonder why he gave a damn. But as she trudged through the forest in those ridiculous-looking boots and minuscule shift, the little rabbit was proving her resilience.


  He thought that maybe he should try to explain to her who he was. But every time he ran the conversation over in his mind, it just seemed as though it would confuse her more. So, instead, he decided that it was time he asked some questions. 


  Starting with the one he knew was the most important. One that would possibly give him more sense of her—if he received an answer.


  “Where are you from?”


  When she stopped, Kai knew she was looking at him and not her sister this time.


  “What do you mean?”


  He turned towards her, still cradling the unconscious woman in his arms, and asked again, “Where are you from?”


  Looking a little confused, she answered softly, “Wilmington, North Carolina.”


  Having never heard of it, Kai assumed she was lying and told her so. “Lies will get you nowhere. But if you want safe passage back to L’Mere, I advise you to start being honest. I’m the only thing protecting you out here.”


  “I’m not lying,” she insisted, placing her hands on her narrow hips.


  “I disagree. I know every village and castle in this place. None of which are Wilmington.”


  The woman glowered at him so hard that he almost smiled at her audacity. He had men who wouldn’t even look at him, yet she bravely tried to kill him with one glance.


  “Do I look like someone from around here?” she asked in a way that suggested he were dim-witted. 


  He leisurely took his time inspecting her and noticed the way she shifted where she stood as his eyes traced from her boots, up her body, to her face.


  “You could pass as some, yes. But since the business of whoring died right around the time the men started to, I don’t suppose you are one of those.”


  Her mouth fell open as though she were about to say something, but instead, she clamped it shut and stomped her foot on the ground. It was such an unexpected move that he couldn’t hold his laughter this time.


  “What’s so funny?” she demanded. “That is the second time you’ve called me a whore.”


  “No, it is the first. And what’s funny is you. Stomping your foot on the ground like some petulant child.”


  “First, I’m a whore, and now, I’m a child? Didn’t your mother ever teach you any manners?”


  Kai quit laughing then, and the silence that remained was palpable. “My mother is dead.”


  Remorse immediately crossed her features, but he wasn’t in the mood for pity, and he sure as hell wasn’t in the mood to discuss it.


  “I’m sorry—”


  “Why?” he interrupted. “You didn’t kill her.” He paused, remembering exactly who had, and then looked at her shocked expression. “We must keep going if we are to reach the meeting point on the West side of the Falls.”


  Without another word, they started on their way.


  His first instinct had been right. Conversing with her had only confused matters. 


  He just hadn’t expected to be the one left baffled.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve followed closely beside her brooding companion and kept an eye on Siobhan. That’s what she told herself, anyway.


  If she was being honest, she was really keeping an eye on the both of them.


  Kai was starting to say more the longer they were together. She still didn't know much, but the one thing she was sure of was that she was no longer anywhere near Wilmington.


  When she’d mentioned her hometown and state, Kai had looked at her as though she were talking in another language. Then he’d accused her of being a whore because of the way she was dressed—and that seemed completely out of place.


  She was wearing a perfectly respectable sundress, but the way he’d inspected her had made her feel practically naked. It was as though he’d never seen a woman in anything other than head-to-toe coverings. Or maybe corsets and gowns. 


  Naeve thought of Bastian and the image he’d shown her of her mother. She’d been dressed as someone from an era long forgotten, and as she stared at the man beside her, she realized he also resembled someone from another time. 


  A hunter? Maybe. 


  He was holding on to Siobhan as though it were an everyday thing for him to carry a woman in his arms. Then he continued to survey the terrain with wary eyes.


  At first, he’d scared her half to death in his hooded cape. But she understood now that it was camouflage. He’d merely been blending into the shadows. Either way, she was glad he was no longer wearing the hood and mask. She found him much less intimidating when she could see his entire face. 


  Bastian had told them that this forest was darkened with death. So Naeve had to wonder what promises had been made to this man to persuade him to step inside.


  “This is where we cross.”


  His deep voice pulled her from her thoughts and had her glancing at the rushing water barreling between the two banks. She then looked up into the face she’d just been thinking of and shook her head.


  “Are you crazy?”


  “Trust me when I tell you that I like this plan much less than you.”


  “I highly doubt it.”


  He turned back to the water and then bent down to gently lay Siobhan on the ground. “Listen to me very carefully. See the water. Look at the surface.”


  She did as requested and noticed a heavy sheen on the top of it. “What is that?”


  He stood and walked down to the edge of the bank. Naeve didn’t take her eyes off him, noticing for the first time that his dark hair was tied in a small knot at the base of his neck.


  “Deadly. That’s what it is.”


  She looked down to where Siobhan lay and then stepped forward, clutching her hands in front of herself. “What do you mean it’s deadly? I don’t understand. I thought we had to cross here?”


  He turned and made his way back to her, a frown on his face. “We do.”


  She didn’t know what to say as he bent down to where his cape rested over Siobhan. He then removed a thick loop of rope and an ax and walked towards a large tree, where he raised that dangerous-looking weapon and thrust it into the trunk. 


  Then he started to climb.


  She ran over to the base of the tree as he scaled it like it was second nature. Once he reached the branch above, he pulled an arrow from the case on his back and brought it around in front of himself before unraveling the rope he’d attached to his belt.


  Naeve couldn’t tear her eyes away as she remained rooted to the spot, witnessing the totally foreign action take place.


  Oh, God. There is no way I’m anywhere close to home. Not when a guy is using a bow and arrow. 


  That was when he raised the bow with ease, lined the arrow up, and drew the string back. He released it with a soft whoosh, and the arrow spiraled out across the stream, with the rope attached, hitting its target—an enormous trunk on the opposite side of the water.


  She focused on it for a second and then peered up at him, dreading what he would say next.


  “I hope you’re not afraid of heights.”


  Yep, that’s what she’d feared.


  



  * * *


  



  Bastian had found a small alcove at the foot of a Redwood and moved to sit inside it while they waited. Opening his eyes, he felt Kai reach out to his mind.


  Bastian…


  Kai, where are you?


  Across the river. Won’t be long now. I have the other two sisters. One is injured.


  Naeve?


  No, the other.


  The redhead. Siobhan. How bad?


  Looks like a head wound, and it appears she's been infected. She hasn’t woken since we reached her.


  Bastian squeezed his eyes shut. This couldn’t be happening. His father's instructions had been that all four of the women were to be brought back to L’Mere alive and well.


  What happened?


  I don’t know. She was this way when we found her.


  Your men, do you think?


  There was a pause in the link, and then Kai was back.


  No. I thought so at first, but when I saw the marking...


  Bastian knew Kai to be right. The mark of infection was only caused by one.


  You suspect the Empress? Bastian asked.


  That would be my first guess. The kleptors are stirring. She’s regaining strength, Bastian. I think this sister was the first to encounter Seraphine. But she left her alive, so I assume she needs them that way—at least for now. Have everyone ready to leave as soon as we arrive. We can’t afford to wait.


  Bastian agreed quickly.


  Bastian?


  Yes? He waited on the man who’d become an odd sort of companion to himself over the years.


  These four women are very different from us, yes?


  What do you mean ‘us’? Bastian thought. I'm not like you, Kai.


  How well I know it. Fine. Are they like…


  Yes? Bastian questioned, knowing what was coming.


  Are they like you? Sensualeers?


  Bastian managed a small chuckle and felt Kai’s immediate irritation at being the brunt of his humor. No, they are not. Why do you ask?


  He sensed Kai’s confusion, but instead of answering his question, Kai merely reiterated, We’ll be there soon. Tell Ry’Ker to be ready to move.


  Bastian acknowledged the request, not pushing any further before shutting down the link.


  [image: Image]


  



  Kai watched the woman pace back and forth as he climbed down from the tree. He’d secured the rope to the trunk with several swings of his ax and now had to decide how to get the unconscious woman safely across the stream.


  As his boots hit the ground, the rabbit looked up—startled.


  “I don’t know what you’re thinking,” she told him, “but you need to stop thinking it.”


  Marching past her, he made his way over to the woman on the ground. How am I going to—


  “Did you hear me?”


  Without turning to face her, he replied, “Yes.”


  “And what? You’re just going to ignore me?”


  This time, he glanced over his shoulder and told her, “Yes.”


  She placed her hands on her hips and strode over to where he stood. “I’m not climbing across a river.”


  Kai swiveled on his heels until they were face to face and then bent down until his nose was only inches from hers. “Then I guess you will stay behind.”


  He didn’t avert his gaze as she continued to glare at him, and he found it unimaginable that he could enjoy anything while they were stuck in such a predicament—but enjoying her he was.


  “Why can’t we just walk around it?” she asked.


  “That would take several days.”


  “Then why can’t we look for a bridge?”


  “Because there are no bridges.”


  “Then—”


  “Stop talking!” he thundered out, and she flinched as though he’d struck her. “You need to stop talking.”


  She clamped her bottom lip behind her teeth, and if he hadn’t been preoccupied with the fact that he needed these women alive, he might have found the move humorous. It was as if she couldn’t be sure of her silence unless she physically held it back.


  “We need to get across the water,” he explained. “I have to take your sister. You have to take yourself. Do you understand?”


  She looked past him to where the water was rapidly flowing, and then with a skeptical arch to her brow, she raised her head to look at the rope stretching across the two banks. He’d made sure it was secured on a downward diagonal so it would be easier for her to make the distance. He knew that this was something she’d never done in her life, and judging by the look on her face, that was exactly the way she wanted to keep it.


  “How?” she finally whispered.


  “The easiest way will be with your hands and legs.”


  The expression on her face told him that she thought his comment was less than amusing. But in all fairness, he’d been telling the truth.


  “You're wearing boots, so that will at least protect your calves. You’ll grip the rope with both hands and cross your ankles over it.”


  Her blue eyes became so large they took up most of her face.


  “You’re serious?” she asked.


  “Of course. How else would you get across?”


  She glanced up once more and said, “Oh, I don’t know. I was hoping you’d have an attachment for a zip line in your cape.”


  He had no idea what she was talking about, and when she turned back to him, she shrugged.


  “Forget it.”


  “I'm going to make a sling for your sister and attach one end to my boot and the rope. As I climb, it should pull her along with me. Any questions?”


  She looked as though she had a million, but before she could voice any, he nodded.


  “Let’s go.”


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve had no idea how she was supposed to do this.


  Kai carefully picked up Siobhan and made his way back over to the tree she was supposed to climb. When she reached his side, she wondered exactly how in the hell he expected her to get up there. She’d never climbed a tree in her life.


  “Umm…”


  “Come here,” he instructed gruffly. 


  There was no way she was about to disobey, so she walked over to where he stood. 


  As he entwined his fingers and cupped his gloved hands, he said, “Climb up and take a hold of the first branch. Once you pull yourself up, you can use my shoulders to stand on, and then climb to the second branch, which is much closer.”


  Sure. Simple as that.


  She tried to swallow past the lump of nerves in her throat, but as she stared into his face, she heard herself admitting, “I’m scared.” She didn’t expect much, maybe some kind of reassurance to let her know he’d look after her, but he quickly crushed that hope.


  “You don’t have time to be scared, and I don’t have the patience to make you be otherwise. Move.”


  Feeling as though he’d slapped her, Naeve let her anger push her forward and moved to firmly place her hands on his chest. Before she made contact, however, he jerked away from her in an abrupt move that had her stumbling over her feet.


  “Shit,” she muttered, and when she got her footing, she turned her fury on him. “What the hell was that?”


  “Don’t touch me. Not unless I tell you to,” he said in the same voice he’d used when he’d threatened her life that first time they’d met.


  “What?” she asked, completely confused. How was she supposed to use his hands as a boost if she wasn’t allowed to balance on him?


  “Do. Not. Touch. Me. Unless you ask.”


  Wow. Clearly someone has personal space issues.


  “How else am I going to get up the tree, genius?” she asked.


  Kai walked back to her and said in a soft but menacing voice, “You are trying my patience.”


  “And you are being an asshole.”


  He frowned at her as though she’d once again said something foreign, and then he instructed, “Turn around.”


  Deciding it was probably best to shut the hell up considering she knew how good he was with a knife, an arrow, and—oh yeah—an ax, she slowly turned away from him.


  “Place your hands on the tree and use it to balance as I lift you.”


  Rolling her eyes, Naeve looked ahead and muttered, “Well, why didn’t you just say that to begin with?”


  She did as she’d been told, her dignity slowly being squashed with every order she gave in to, and as she lifted her right foot to put it in his hands, she remembered what she was wearing. 


  As he propelled her up with long, strong arms, Naeve reached for the branch above her and realized that wasn’t the worst of it. She had a sudden flash of what was under her dress right around the time she was ass to eye level with this man.


  Any dignity she’d hoped to hang on to disappeared from existence.


  



  * * *


  



  Kai angled his head up as he lifted his hands, and the sight that greeted him almost made him lose his balance. Right in front of him were the sweetest-looking thighs he’d seen in a long time. 


  The woman balancing on his hands was reaching up above herself for the branch, and this time when he lifted her farther up the tree, what was under that flimsy scrap of material came into view. Or what wasn’t.


  As he stood beneath her, his eyes took the visual journey his occupied hands wished to. At first glance, it appeared that she wasn’t wearing a single thing beneath that shift she had on. But the more he looked—and he was doing a whole lot of looking—the clearer it became that there was something there. A thin strip of material was nestled between her— 


  “Hey?” His angry companion shouted.


  Kai’s eyes moved away from what they were fixed on and shifted up to meet eyes that were throwing daggers at him.


  “When you’re done looking up my dress, do you want to maybe finish getting me up the tree?”


  Gods above. He hadn’t come here for this. He hadn’t agreed to entertain some waif of a woman who was barely wearing a stitch of clothing. He also hadn’t agreed to behave like a gentleman, because the fact was that he wasn’t one. And it was about time she knew it.


  With their eyes still firmly locked, Kai took one of his hands out from under her feet. She wobbled slightly but then gripped the branch above her tighter as she regained her balance. Then he brought his gloved fingers to her ankle and slowly started to slide them up her calf. With nowhere to go, she merely had to stand there as he continued to run his hand farther up her leg.


  “Stop it,” she ordered, her voice almost as wobbly as she’d been seconds before.


  “Stop what?”


  “Touching me,” she stated much more adamantly this time.


  He trailed his fingers higher on her leg, stopping at the back of her knee, and told her, “Fair’s fair, no? You touched me without permission. Now, I'm merely returning the gesture.”


  “I didn't touch you, and it was your clothed chest. Not your legs,” she bristled. 


  Even though it wasn’t the best time to notice, Kai found himself enjoying her agitation. “I would be more than happy to touch you there. If you’d prefer.”


  “I’d prefer you not touch me at all,” she retorted as the wind gusted, whipping her skirt around. Unable to let go of the branch, she had no choice but to let the material shift where it would, and luckily for him, it shifted up.


  “What kind of…undergarments are those you wear?”


  Fuming at him, she made a soft sort of growl that, Gods almighty, got him hard as stone. 


  “There isn’t much to them.” He paused as if thinking about that for a second and then added, “I thought you said you were not a whore.”


  Before he knew what she was doing, she used one of her legs to kick back at him. He removed his hand from the back of her knee and took her ankle in a firm grasp. Keeping it still, he drew it back to rest against her other leg, holding her in place.


  “Be careful, little rabbit,” he advised as he smoothed his fingers up the outside of her leg. “I suddenly feel very hungry.”


  Looking back at him, she snapped, “And what are you? Some kind of animal?”


  He gave her a grin he knew was menacing. “No. But men get hungry too.”


  “Funny,” she muttered. “You don’t seem to be lacking food to me.”


  Her insult fell short as he leaned forward so his mouth was brushing the material covering her ass.


  “Who said I was hungry for food?”


  She turned away to face the tree, and he waited to hear what snippy little reply she’d hurl back at him. 


  So when she whispered, “Please…don’t…” Kai felt his grin slowly dissipate.


  “Don’t what?”


  The silence felt as though it lasted forever until she answered, “Don’t rape me.”


  Any enjoyment he’d been having disappeared in an instant.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve stood completely still as Kai’s warm breath seeped through the material of her dress. She didn’t know what to expect from him. She’d kept telling herself that he wouldn’t hurt her, but then she remembered how they’d first met.


  A knife to the throat isn’t something to just forget.


  She also had a clear memory of the way he’d chased her through the forest and pinned her to the ground. There was no mistaking that, if he wanted her, there’d be no way for her to stop him.


  “I am many things,” he said behind her. “But a savage animal is not one of them. I meant what I said. I will not hurt you.” 


  She didn’t think it was possible to feel anything other than the fear that was thrumming through her, but as his words met her ears, she felt a slight twinge of guilt.


  Shaking it off, she reminded herself that she had good reason to feel the way she was, and there was no reason she should be ashamed for voicing it.


  Before she could think anything else, she was hefted up the tree with no further communication. And when he shifted beneath her, she remembered what he’d told her—feet on shoulders.


  Wrapping her fingers tight around the bark, she pulled up and placed her feet as gently as she could on his broad shoulders. Once she was in place, she lifted up onto the bough and balanced herself.


  Looking down at him, she felt a pang of sympathy for the expression on his face.


  Longing. 


  Yes, that’s what it was—right before he blinked and marched back to where Siobhan laid on the ground. 


  One minute, he was helpful, telling her that he would get them back to their sisters, and the next, he was controlling and overbearing.


  Compelling in a, I-can-kill-you-or-protect-you kind of way.


  She stood up, determined to be in place before he came back and got another good view up her dress. When she settled beside the secured rope and saw him slinging Siobhan over his back, all she could think was, Who the hell is this guy?


  Because, no matter how crazy it seemed, this was starting to feel very real and a lot less like a dream. 


  



  * * *


  



  Bastian wandered down to the bank of the river, where he’d decided to wait until Kai arrived. He wished he would hurry, because if it were true and Seraphine was getting stronger, Bastian knew they didn't have long before she’d appear. 


  He also couldn’t risk casting the glamour shield until Kai had reached them, or it would likely send them in the opposite direction. 


  Sitting down, he closed his eyes as he crossed his legs and stretched his neck. The fog, which had rolled in earlier, was troublesome. It made the kleptors that much harder to spot, and it meant the Empress was that much more of a threat. 


  I'm so glad you think so…although you seem to have me at a disadvantage, boy. 


  Tensing at the sudden and harsh invasion, Bastian struggled to shut down the link. But before he could succeed, the Empress, a stranger to him personally, finally clawed her way inside his mind. It felt as though she were scraping the walls of his brain.


  My, my… Who are you?


  Knowing his best chance of survival was to remain silent, he didn’t respond. He did, however, try to block her once more, but the weight of her presence was like an iron fist.


  Oh, yes. I do like a good fight. It makes it so much more satisfying when you finally submit. Don’t you know who you're dealing with, boy? I am your Empress, and you will answer me.


  Bastian squeezed his eyes shut, trying his hardest to block her from him, but all he felt were her talon-like nails hooking in. Then his entire body stiffened as she tapped deeper into his subconscious.


  How is it that my pathetic brother has managed to keep you such a secret…hmm?


  As her seductive voice echoed through his mind, Bastian was unable to do anything. He was paralyzed by the older and much more skilled sensualeer.


  I can see why. You’re special, aren’t you?


  His heart pounded in his useless body as he felt a slight pressure on his chest, pushing him back against the ground.


  Beautiful too…but that’s to be expected when one is marked such as we are.


  The violation continued as he felt the pressure increase and trail down his body while he remained powerless against it.


  What is your name?


  He felt something sharp circle around his navel, and for a moment, he dropped his guard. Then her broken, evil laugh echoed through his mind.


  Oh, there it is. Come to me, Si’Bastian. I will teach you…everything.


  She finally allowed him the use of his mind, and the minute he had it, he slammed back against her invasion.


  And what could you possibly teach me? he questioned. Then he cursed as four angry marks appeared up the side of his ribs—the biting scrape of nails marring his flesh.


  I will teach you respect first. And then, my beautiful boy, I will teach you how to use this complex mind of yours.


  For your own purposes, no doubt. His entire body revolted against the provocative web she was weaving.


  Would that be so bad? I would make sure you were to enjoy it also. And at least I won’t hide who you are.


  Bastian felt the warmth of her breath against his neck just as she’d instructed his mind to.


  You see, Si’Bastian, I will let you play with whomever you desire.


  Even when that person doesn’t want you?


  We can make anybody want us. That’s the beauty of being what we are.


  Desperately, Bastian searched inside himself and found what he was looking for—the one thing he was hoping she wasn't familiar with. And as he accessed it, he thought, Anybody but me, and disappeared from her reach.


  



  * * *


  



  A howling shriek ricocheted through the forest and had Ry’Ker hunkering down behind the closest tree. He saw his men hurry the women to a similar position just a few feet away and then let his eyes dart around the darkness, searching for the cause. When all he could see were trees, he let out a sigh of relief and indicated the all clear.


  Standing tall, he was about to go to his men when Si’Bastian stepped out in front of him.


  “Gods, Si’Bastian. Stop doing that.”


  The man didn’t offer an apology. He merely began issuing orders. “It’s the Empress. She’s found us. You need to get the women and men over here. I can only shield so far.”


  Ry’Ker looked behind to where his men stood guard, their weapons drawn. “Did she see you?”


  “Does it matter? She's here.” Bastian paused and took a step closer. “Get them over here. A sword is no match for her.”


  Ry’Ker opened his mouth to say something but stopped when he noticed several red welts running down Bastian’s side.


  “What happened to you?”


  “Nothing to concern yourself with, Guard. Move them over here now.”


  The seriousness of Si’Bastian’s tone was not lost on him. He’d never seen him more so. He nodded once and then turned to signal his men. 


  Rounding back, he expected to find the sensualeer waiting on him but only found empty shadows.
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  Ry’Ker watched as his men guided the two women over to where he stood, noticing that the brunette he’d spoken with, Fiona, was studying him. 


  Earlier, she’d proven her determination to protect her sister by standing up and speaking for the both of them, and right now, she was reminding him that she hadn’t forgotten his threat of harm.   


  They stopped before him at the base of the tree, and Ry’Ker indicated with a swift nod of his head to his men that they could leave them be.


  “Stay within a six-foot radius.”


  With a grunt of understanding, they wandered off, leaving him alone for the first time with the two women.


  “Would you like to sit?” he asked them.


  They both remained silent, standing as he waited, so he reached up and pushed the hood back off his head.


  “I don’t care one way or another, but you may want to get some rest, because as soon as your sisters arrive, we will be heading out.”


  Finally, an expression other than fear flickered across the raven-haired woman’s face. Her eyes rose, and as she looked at him, Ry’Ker felt as though he were being judged.


  He took a step to her and spoke before he’d even realized he’d been about to. “You bear a remarkable resemblance to—”


  “Where’s Bastian?”


  His attention was redirected to the woman who’d interrupted him—Fiona. “He’s around. Right now, I need to talk to you about a few things.”


  She crossed her arms over her chest in a hostile stance. “I’d rather talk to Bastian.”


  That has to be a first, Ry’Ker thought. Then he informed her, “That’s too bad for you.”


  The woman took a step towards him, and again, Ry’Ker had to admire her bravery.


  “Did you hurt him?”


  The question was so absurd that Ry’Ker had trouble trying not to tell her so.


  “No. I did not hurt him.”


  She didn’t look fully convinced, but before continuing, she checked on her silent sister who was still close behind her. When she was satisfied that she was okay, she tried her hand at striking a deal with him.


  “If I talk to you, can we see him?”


  Ry’Ker thought it ironic that he was now reduced to using the sensualeer as a bargaining tool when most people would rather have nothing to do with his kind. 


  “I have no control over Si’Bastian.” That much was certainly true.


  “But you know where he is.”


  He narrowed his eyes at her and gave a quick nod. “I can contact him. Yes.”


  She seemed to be deciding if she believed him or not before she said, “Fine. What do you want to know?”


  This time, he moved until they were within touching distance—but he made sure they were not. “You are brave, Fiona Brannigan. For someone at such a disadvantage.”


  She refused to back down, and the intelligent eyes holding his gaze made him wonder what she was thinking. He found that he enjoyed the way she assessed him, and he wondered why he felt that way. He’d never thought himself hungry for attention. But as this woman looked him over, he realized just how long a time had passed since he’d been close to such…softness.


  “I don’t think we’re at a disadvantage. The way I see it,” she told him, “you need us.” 


  The clever and cunning way she took his measure made his palms itch, and he became very aware of exactly what was going on. He wanted to touch her.


  “And why would you think that?”


  The tilt of her chin was so arrogant that it actually surprised him before she said quite adamantly, “Bastian told us so.”


  Of course he did, he thought as he gritted his teeth. “Si’Bastian isn’t here. So I suggest you start giving me some answers if you want to see your family again.”


  “You haven’t asked any questions. Are you always so rude around women? Or are we just lucky?”


  Frustrated, he lowered his face over hers. “Where I’m from, there are no women.”


  “Why? Did you kill them all?” she asked, her tone caustic.


  Unexpectedly, the other sister, Audra, gasped softly. He straightened, realizing for the first time just how close he’d gotten to the feisty Brannigan sister. Then he took a step away. 


  “No, I did not kill them. The women were banished from L’Mere. It was the only way to ensure our survival.”


  The look she gave him clearly showed her disbelief, but he didn’t have the time to convince her. He needed some answers, and he needed them now.


  “You said your name is Fiona, and she is Audra. You have two other sisters, yes?”


  She seemed to be trying to decide whether or not to tell him the truth, so he chose that moment to inform her that, either way, he would find out the truth.


  “Si’Bastian works for me. If you don’t answer, I will merely have him come and extract it from your mind.”


  Her large, chestnut-colored eyes rounded, and he knew the thought of that did not appeal to her. It also made him aware of exactly how much Si’Bastian had revealed.


  “Yes, we have two other sisters. Naeve and Siobhan.”


  Let’s hope there are two of them by the time Kai arrives. “You are blood sisters. All born of the same mother, on the same day, yes?”


  “Yes. We’re quadruplets.”


  Not familiar with the word, he asked, “Quadruplets?”


  A line formed between her brows, as if she didn’t believe his question, but she answered just the same. “It means the four of us were born just like you said. Minutes apart on the same day.”


  Ry’Ker had been instructed to learn several things once he’d secured the women, and since this one was finally talking, he didn’t plan to waste the opportunity.


  “Your mother is Maeve Brannigan?”


  Fiona’s brow lowered, as she weighed just how much she wanted to reveal.


  “Yes. Is that what this is all about? Our mother?”


  Ry’Ker didn’t offer much in the way of explanation other than, “Yes. The Empress brought you here because of her.”


  Doubt crossed her face as her lips pursed. “I don’t understand. The Empress? Who’s that? And why would she bring us because of our mother? We aren’t…rich.”


  Her voice was starting to tremble, and he could tell by the way she was speaking that she was becoming increasingly upset the more she thought it through. There was nothing he could do for her though. He was only able to reveal what he himself had been told.


  “Your father…” He paused when he saw her stiffen. “Do you know of him?”


  Her jaw ticked, and he knew she was gritting her teeth as she shook her head. “No. Do you?”


  Ry’Ker was positive that she already knew what his answer was going to be. So when he said, “Yes,” he wasn’t surprised that she had no reaction. It wasn’t until he added, “He was a guard here in Arcania, a mortal,” that she spoke.


  “As opposed to…?”


  “Being born of the Guardians.”


  When she opened her mouth to respond, there was a commotion beside them. That was when they both saw that Audra had passed out and was now lying in a dead faint at Fiona’s feet.


  



  * * * 


  



  Bastian…


  Father, Bastian thought as he finally linked up with Li’Am.


  Tell me. Were you successful?


  He thought about fabricating a story but knew that, in the long run, his father would become aware of the truth, and then whatever punishment he was due would triple in size.


  We were. We have two of the women secured and are now waiting on Kai, who has the others.


  There was a very distinct pause—one which spoke volumes. Then his father asked, Why the separation, Bastian? I told you to watch them. What happened?


  I let them out of my sight for—


   His father’s infuriated thought cut into his own. Si’Bastian. This should have been simple. Find them and shield them. Instead, two of them are in the hands of Mala’Kai. 


  Bastian scowled. They are perfectly safe.


  Says who? You?


  Finding he had nothing to say, he decided to leave the lingering disappointment where it always was—hanging between the two of them.


  Is there anything else, father? Bastian thought the word with such derision that he swore he heard a sound of disgust from the other man.


  When will you head out?


  Your head guard says as soon as Mala’Kai arrives.


  Which is when?


  Within the hour.


  There was a strained silence, and then he heard, And Seraphine?


  She was here.


  Again, the tension returned as his father’s mind wandered to his youngest sister, and Bastian got a flash of the Empress as the young girl she’d once been. She had braided, black hair, wide, guileless, blue eyes, and a smile so sweet for her brother—before the image was shut down, and in its place was a void. A deep, dark void his father now associated with her.


  Were any of my men injured? 


  Bastian looked down his body to the raised welts on his skin, but he knew his father wasn’t referring to him—he was asking after his guards. So, knowing there was no reason to mention the only injury on hand, Bastian instead responded, No, and shut down the link.


  He slouched against the tree, high atop the guards below, and observed the way they stood around while talking. He knew that, if he were to join them, the camaraderie would cease instantly. So he remained where he was, used to watching from a distance. 


  The moment he’d been born, his father had him locked away. Even though killing his mother during his birth hadn’t been his fault, the markings his skin bore had only solidified a crazed man’s belief. 


  At thirteen, he’d gathered the courage to ask if he could leave his chambers, but his father had told him no. The only explanation he’d been given was: “It’s for the protection of the real men, Si’Bastian—my kind.”


  Never once had Li’Am shown concern for his son. Not the small, frightened boy who hadn’t understood, and certainly not for the grown sensualeer.


  Why would it be any different now? 


  The answer was simple: It wouldn’t be.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve studied the rope stretching across the running water and wondered exactly how she was going to do this. Kai had explained it all very clearly, but she still couldn’t quite comprehend that he expected her to crawl across a river he’d said was deadly.


  Well, yeah. You fall in there and you can pretty much guarantee you won’t be coming up for air.


  As she heard him climbing the tree, she turned her head and saw the way he’d tied his cape so Siobhan’s cheek was pressed to his back and her limp arms and legs hung out the sides. 


  Huh. Maybe he is here to help.


  When he reached where she was sitting, clinging to the branch as if her life depended on it, he swung a long, muscled leg over the thick bough and rested his palms between his thighs. Apparently, climbing trees was an everyday thing to this guy.


  Along with shooting bows and arrows.


  “Why are you here?” She hadn’t meant to blurt the words out, but the more she stared at the enigma opposite her, the more curious she became. 


  Why was a man like him sent for four harmless women?


  He didn’t answer at first. Instead, he took his time perusing her with his grey eyes and then replied, “Someone…requested it.”


  “Someone?” Naeve questioned, skeptical. 


  “Yes,” he said but didn’t elaborate as he reached above himself to tug on the rope, making sure it was still secure. “Stand up.”


  Still caught up in her thoughts, Naeve did as instructed without even thinking. She balanced herself on the rough bark behind her.


  “Someone like…?”


  Kai shut his eyes briefly, let out a deep sigh, and then reopened them. “This is not the time for more questions. We need to get across this river—alive. Then we need to reach your sisters. They are just beyond that bank.”


  Naeve looked out across the water and then back to him. “Really?”


  “Really.”


  The need for information disappeared, and in its place was the will to survive long enough to get to Fiona and Audra. The only thing that stood in her way? The deadly, rushing water.


  Gathering her courage, she took the rope between her hands and then realized as soon as she raised her legs that her skirt was going to—


  “Come here.” The order was issued in a gruff tone.


  As she studied his serious face, Kai didn’t offer any other explanation. He just waited as if it were her choice on what she was going to do.


  Hesitantly, she moved towards him and stopped. He fingered the bottom of her dress, and then raised his eyes to her.


  “If this is not an undergarment, what do you call it?”


  It was such an odd question to ask as she stood there in front of him, getting ready to do the most dangerous thing she’d ever done. But as she worried her bottom lip with her teeth, she found herself answering.


  “It’s a sundress.”


  He rubbed the white cotton between his gloved fingers, and Naeve caught herself holding her breath. She’d been frightened earlier of what he was going to do when he’d been touching her. But as he sat there at her feet, she found herself scared of him letting go because that would mean she had to face potential death.


  He ran his fingers along the hem, and when he got to the middle, he gripped it and she swallowed hard. What is he going to do? Rip it off me? 


  But he didn’t do that. He actually shocked her by pulling the material back between her legs and reaching around to grab the other side. Before she knew it, he was tying the fabric quickly and efficiently, effectively changing her dress to a pair of shorts.


  “There. Now, hook your ankles over the rope, little rabbit, and climb across the water. I’ll be right behind you.”


  That small gesture, one that made this entire ordeal a little less awkward than it had to be, gave Naeve back a tiny sliver of the hope she’d lost.


  Maybe…just maybe, he was the kind of man he’d said he was and he’d get her back to her sisters as promised. 
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  She’d done it.


  As Naeve let her legs drop down to the ground and planted her boots on the grass, she released the rope and looked back to see Kai only seconds behind. Unlike she had, he was moving fast, and he’d been on her heels—literally—before she’d known it. He’d secured the cape with Siobhan inside, and it was being tugged along behind by his foot. When he reached her, he grabbed the knife from his waist and used it to cut the cord that had fastened his boot to the black material.


  Taking a stance similar to hers, he asked, “Are you okay?”


  She nodded as he untied the sling he’d made for Siobhan. Instead of wrapping her and securing her to his back again, he hefted her sister fireman-style over his free shoulder. Unexpectedly, Naeve found herself laughing, relieved to discover she remembered how.


  “Is something amusing?”


  As her shoulders shook with hilarity, she wondered if maybe she was starting to lose it. When she didn’t answer, her hulking companion moved towards her and repeated the question.


  Naeve got the impression that Kai didn’t enjoy being the butt of the joke. In fact, he didn’t look like he knew the meaning of the word ‘joke.’ With his serious expression that usually shifted from unsmiling to horrifying, Kai looked like he hadn’t enjoyed himself in a long time.


  “I was just thinking how much Siobhan would hate to be carted around like that.”


  He clamped a thick arm across the back of her sister’s thighs and shrugged his large shoulders. “Until she can wake and tell me otherwise, this is the easiest way to move her.”


  She smiled. “Oh, I don’t care.”


  He strode to her, his brows furrowed as he asked, “You wish her to be upset?”


  “Well…no,” she answered, unable to help the mischief that prompted her to add, “but I’d settle for irritated.”


  He cocked his head to the side, and Naeve thought that he looked…boyish?


  “Why would you want to irritate your sister?” he asked.


  Feeling a strange sort of relief after all the tension of the past few hours, she let out another quick laugh and then covered her mouth when his brows winged up. 


  “Sorry. It’s just… She was being annoying before we were split up.” Naeve saw his lips tighten almost as though he were trying to hold back a grin, so she asked, “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”


  Almost instantly, any humor that had been trying to break free disappeared and back was his usual stern expression.


  “We need to get moving. Let’s go.”


  When he advanced around her, she automatically reached for his arm, forgetting what he’d told her earlier. As her palm met the coarse material covering him, he halted, looked down at it, and then brought his eyes back to hers. He didn’t have to say it—the message was clear.


  Don’t touch me.


  Removing her hand, she muttered, “Sorry.”


  “Come. They’re just beyond this ridge.” He didn’t acknowledge her apology, and the tension that had lifted only seconds before was back, settling heavily between them.


  She watched him march away, Siobhan’s red braid hanging down in stark contrast against his black hunter gear and her pale arms thumping against his massive back. 


  Yeah, no matter how hard I try to make this feel normal…there’s nothing normal about that picture. And it was about time she came to terms with that.


  



  * * *


  



  Kai took purposeful strides as he powered up the side of the bank. The woman draped over his shoulder was dead weight, and as he hefted her to a more comfortable position, he angled his head to see… Naeve following not too far behind.


  When they’d reached the West bank and she’d faced him with a small smile of triumph, Kai had felt an unexpected, and not so welcome, sense of pride. He was irrationally proud of the woman silently trailing him.


  The Taise Forest wasn’t a place for the fainthearted—and neither was he. Yet this woman had persevered with both of them. Dared to take them on.


  When they reached the top, they came to a standstill beside a towering Sequoia. Kai blinked once, a little confused with what he wasn’t seeing, as he searched the area below.


  “Where are they? You said they’d be here.” 


  Good question, he thought, waiting for Bastian to appear. 


  “Kai?” Naeve asked, but he said nothing as he felt the atmosphere around them…shift. 


  It was as though the air had suddenly become weighted and was pressing down upon them. He tried to drag in a breath, but it was difficult—thick, as if he were trying to breathe through mud. He turned to face Naeve, who’d reached up to hold the base of her throat as her eyes watered. Apparently, she was experiencing the same difficulty he was. 


  There was only one reason he could think of for the change.


  He removed the woman he was still holding and placed her down beside him. Straightening, he opened his mind and reached out, hoping to locate Bastian, and that’s when his spine stiffened and his arms were held immobile as all of his joints locked him in place.


  Empress, he thought as a debilitating pain encompassed his mind. He felt his knees give out just before he was brought down to them.


  Hello, Mala’Kai. Her throaty tone stroked over his senses. 


  The only parts of his body he could move were his eyes, and they followed Naeve as she stepped in front of him, a look of panic plastered all over her face.


  It’s been a long time since you came out of hiding. But like a true man, the lure of soft, warm flesh worked on you.


  Kai’s jaw ached as he tried in vain to block her from his mind. It was of no use though. Seraphine was inside him, and as always, she made her prisoner very aware of her mark. The stinging scrape of her ever-present nail guards marred his thoughts as he remained rigid on his knees.


  Ignoring me, are you? That’s no way to treat your Empress. Maybe you need some incentive. She’s very beautiful. Wouldn’t you agree…


  As the thought trailed off, Naeve was forced to her knees before him. Her eyes frantically searched his, unsure of what was happening, and although he could see her mouth moving, nothing was coming out. 


  Then, just beyond her, the Empress appeared. He reminded himself that she was only in his mind as Seraphine became a much clearer figment of his imagination.


  It’s true. I am only in your mind, but I’m there just the same. Aren’t I, Kai? Do you think she’s as soft as she looks?


  He knew that, if he gave her even an inch, she would somehow use it against him. So he remained as he was, silent and frozen. A warped chuckle echoed through his head as the woman who’d been far behind Naeve suddenly appeared as a vision by her side. 


  Naeve’s hair shifted and her eyes filled with dread as Seraphine blew against her neck with a demented smile. Then Seraphine lowered her head and mouth a little closer. 


  Stop it, he finally thought, remembering the fear in Naeve when she’d thought he would take her against her will. 


  A trill laugh filtered through his brain. So you were ignoring me. That’s not very nice.


  If there was anything that was ever nice about me, it left at a young age. You made sure of that.


  The black eyes holding him in place seemed to glint with pleasure at the reminder. No need to hold a grudge, Kai.


  You killed my mother.


  Nooo… Oh, no. You did that, boy. All on your own.


  He held her stare as his mind was bombarded with the image of him standing above his begging mother. You vicious bitch, he cursed. Then the image was gone, and once again, he was faced with Naeve, who was kneeling before him with frightened, blue eyes.


   Unable to move, Kai could only watch as Seraphine ran the long, hooked tip of her nail over the shell of Naeve’s ear. 


  Sorry to cut the walk down memory lane short, but I need something…


  His body revolted against the hold it was still under as he remained helpless to do anything. Let her go, he demanded.


  Seraphine locked her black eyes with his. Why would I do that? I brought her here, and if Li’Am thinks he can outmaneuver me with his son, Si’Bastian—interesting boy, that one—then he best think again.


  Gods, he couldn’t imagine the wrath Bastian would face when his father discovered that Seraphine knew of him.


  As a cackle escaped the Empress, Kai immediately regretted his thought. 


  She didn’t comment on it though. She merely turned back to Naeve and whispered, So nice to finally meet you, niece of mine. You look just like your father. Did she ever tell you that? Then she brought a hand, which held a key, around in front of her.


  A prisoner in his own skin, Kai felt hopeless as she drew the tip of the wrought-iron key over the creamy flesh of Naeve’s cleavage. When it was nestled down between her breasts, Seraphine pressed the bit of the key against Naeve’s chest, and he was forced to merely observe as her skin gave way around the metal. 


  What the—


  Four keys will open the Tower. That is where he lies. He said so. I heard. 


  A bead of sweat appeared on Kai’s forehead. The Empress’s thoughts were in some sort of manic state as her delusional ramblings continued.


  Find the keys. Find the four keys. Might take years. And I did. I did find them—but he lied, she spat, and before Kai could even try anything to help Naeve, Seraphine thrust the key inside her chest until it vanished.


  A loud, agonizing scream ripped from Naeve as she squeezed her eyes shut, tears seeping from the sides. 


  It’s not just the four keys, Seraphine’s thoughts sneered as she wrenched her hand free. It’s the four children, and her. It’s always been her. 


  She raised her eyes back to his, and as her image flickered, Kai wondered just how much of her strength it had taken to do what she had done. She was growing weak.


  I don’t know how she got where she went, but I need Maeve back here. Fear of losing those you love should do the trick, and what’s stronger than a mother’s love? I will get what I want.


  Kai couldn’t help his thought any more than his useless body at that point. And what’s that?


  The one thought long gone by my dear, dear sister. The one who will rule by my side.


  And if she doesn’t come before they die?


  Oh, this won’t kill them. But it will make their hearts and souls as black as mine. 


  The venomous words hissed through his head as she relinquished her hold over him and the apparition beside Naeve vanished.


  The Empress didn’t want these women. She wanted what she’d always wanted—Lach’Lan.


  Whom no one has seen for years, Kai thought, his limbs once again his own. 


  There was silence, and then Naeve’s body crumbled to the ground, her eyes still closed.


  He lives, Mala’Kai. Did my brother not tell you? Seraphine’s haunting words echoed around him. Perhaps you should ask where Lach’Lan lies. Then we’ll see who’s telling the truth, won’t we?   


  Before he could refute her claims, Seraphine’s weakened presence dissipated and vanished.


  He quickly bent down over Naeve, rolling her to her back. Then he brushed her hair away from her face, and there…that was when he saw it. 


  An inky, dark line extended along the vein by her temple—a darkness that had not been there before.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve remembered a woman. The same woman she’d seen back in Wilmington—back in the tarot shop. Black hair, pale skin. But this time…strange eyes. The same kind of eyes Bastian sometimes had. Black.


  She remembered looking down the hill, expecting to see her sisters and men—people who would save her—and seeing nothing.


  She could feel a dull ache in her head and a burn in her chest as she tried to open her eyes, but nothing was happening. She couldn’t do it even though she knew she was trying.


  Kai… 


  A flash of memory entered her mind—Kai falling to his knees, his big arms being pinned, and his face looking strained. She remembered—he couldn’t move.


  What happened to him? Where am I? Where is he?


  “Naeve.”


  She could hear her name being said and tried again to open her eyes. Nothing. She couldn’t do it.


  Naeve, she heard again, and this time when she tried, her eyes obeyed.


  Her lids felt heavy as they lifted. She could see a flickering torch secured to a stone wall off to her side, and when she focused on the familiar face looming over her, dark, shoulder-length hair fell forward to surround them. Troubled, grey eyes searched hers as a severe set of lips grimaced, and she felt solid muscles under her where she lay across a lap.


  She was about to open her mouth and ask where she was when Kai murmured, “Hello, little rabbit.” Then he looked away from her, over his shoulder and said, “This one’s awake.”


  “Good. Now, we wait on the other.”


  Naeve didn’t recognize the second voice, but when Kai brushed a hand over her hair and a frown of consternation crossed his features, she didn’t really care. She was alive, and from the sound of things, Siobhan was here too.


  Wherever here was.
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  “Bring him to me.”


  Ry’Ker stood before Li’Am and waited as one of the guards turned to fetch Si’Bastian. The sensualeer was in trouble—of the monumental kind. And as Ry’Ker stood with his arms behind his back, he wished that he could disappear from the reunion that was about to happen.


  They’d returned to L’Mere a little over an hour ago, and he’d just finished relaying the information that had been acquired. Once he’d finished, Li’Am had given an unreadable grunt, turned to the man by Ry’Ker’s side, and demanded he get his son.


  He didn’t know what the relationship was like between the two, but he knew one thing: it sure as hell wasn’t good. The most he’d ever spoken to Si’Bastian had been over these last couple of days, and it didn’t seem right that he be here for this but Li’Am had yet to dismiss him. So like the loyal guard he was, he remained.


  The sound of heavy boots indicated the return of the other man, and before he could look over his shoulder, Ry’Ker felt the air beside him shift and Si’Bastian appeared.


  Gods. He clenched his jaw, irritated that he’d been caught off guard, and looked slightly to his right. 


  Instead of the shirtless man from the forest, Si’Bastian stood beside him dressed the way he imagined any royal would. Almost. Despite the black leather pants and a simple, white poet shirt, the sensualeer hadn’t bothered fastening, so it hung loosely in a disrespectful manner off his shoulder. 


  Ry’Ker knew that Si’Bastian’s disregard for propriety would annoy Li’Am, but the obvious rebellion was what was on his head. 


  Perched a little to the left, atop spiky, black hair, gleamed a shiny, gem-encrusted crown that was only to be worn by the select few in power, and Ry’Ker had no idea how Si’Bastian had come by it. It bore the Arcanian symbol of the sun, star, and moon. The Guardians. 


  The sensualeer didn’t even spare him a glance. He merely fixated on the man standing in front of them.


  “Si’Bastian.” Li’Am’s greeting was impersonal, as though he were addressing any man, not his own flesh and blood.


  Ry’Ker could have sworn he felt Si’Bastian stiffen beside him.


  “Li’Am.” The clipped reply spoke volumes, and the air crackled with the tension thrumming in the room. 


  Li’Am took a step forward and clasped his hands behind his back, similar to the way he himself was standing, before taking Si’Bastian’s measure. 


  Like his son, Li’Am had coal-black hair and the same dark eyes. However, unlike the sensualeer, he was dressed in formal attire. Regal as ever in his red surcoat with the Arcanian symbol across his chest, he had a large, black robe lined with silver fox fur draped around his wide shoulders.


  His irritated eyes moved from Si’Bastian over to him, and Ry’Ker felt his dissatisfaction rolling off him in waves.


  “I’m told that one of the women remains unconscious. Is that correct?”


  Ry’Ker wasn’t sure if the question was directed at him, but when Si’Bastian remained silent, he decided that, if he didn’t say something soon, the three of them would be standing there in a stalemate for the foreseeable future.


  “Yes, Commander.”


  As his answer left his tongue and echoed through the hall, Ry’Ker heard in his head, Bravo, Guard. He was about to turn to the man beside him, but—


  Don’t. Not unless you really want to see a thunderous storm.


  Barely restraining himself, Ry’Ker continued looking at his leader. 


  “Do we know what happened to her?” Li’Am asked.


  “We suspect the same thing that occurred with her sister. A key has likely been placed in or above the heart.” Ry’Ker was clear and concise with his facts and watched as Li’Am turned towards his son.


  “It’s lucky for you that she is not dead.”


  For some strange reason, Ry’Ker found himself advising the rebellious man being addressed. Don’t provoke him. 


  And what do I get from that?


  You get to be the better man. 


  There was a strange, uncomfortable silence and then he got an answer. You seem to have forgotten, Guard. I am not a man. 


  “And why is that, Father? It seems that, as the Empress’s puppet, you should have known that she wasn’t out to kill the women.” 


  It was the first time Ry’Ker had heard Si’Bastian refer to Li’Am as his father, and he knew by the way the other man reacted that he was not happy he’d done so—especially in front of his head guard.


  “So, if you can’t use that as an excuse to lock me back up, how about the fact that Seraphine now knows of me?”


  Ry’Ker willed the sensualeer to shut his mouth, but he continued.


  “Then again…you’ve never required an excuse other than my being born. So, why bother with the threat? Unless, this time, you mean to have me beaten? Tortured? Killed perhaps?”


  Li’Am walked down the steps that led to where they were both standing and stopped in front of his son. “Do you think that you’re amusing anyone in this room, Si’Bastian?”


  “No, just myself. As always.”


  Shut up, Ry’Ker thought, hoping he would listen.


  You shut it, Guard. This isn’t your business.


  Ry’Ker squared his shoulders and wanted to tell the man that he was a horse’s ass. But since Li’Am didn’t know that Ry’Ker was saying anything, he took his own advice and shut both his mouth—and his mind.


  Li’Am was standing so close to his son that their toes almost touched, and Ry’Ker wondered if he would be so brave if he knew that his son had the power to… What? Hurt him? Kill him?


  “I’m disappointed, Si’Bastian.”


  A scoffing laugh preceded, “I couldn’t tell.”


  Ry’Ker found that he was no longer admiring Li’Am’s bravery, but his patience.


  “We needed the women alive and healthy. That was the plan. That’s why you were sent—to shield them. The four women are the only ones who can wield the keys to the Tower. She wants who is in there. I want it to restore the Twelve Lakes, the water supply that she cursed. We needed them uninfected. We needed them well. But due to your reckless actions, you’ve put the people and the land in even more danger than they were before.”


  Ry’Ker swallowed and hoped that was the end of it. He should have known better.


  “Maybe, if you had deemed me worthy enough to know this in advance, I would’ve done things differently, father.”


  “No, you wouldn’t. Everyone knows that your kind has no sense of control. Why do you think we all kowtow to the Empress? Certainly not because she is loved. Who could love such people?”


  The cruelty of the response shocked Ry’Ker. He’d never thought he’d witness this side of the man who’d practically raised him. But as he stood there, he couldn’t deny what he was hearing.


  “The problem with your kind is that, while you are given power we don’t fully understand, you’re also born with colossal egos. Ones that need constant stroking. Ones that require praise and admiration and make you think you can have anything you desire. You have the ability to lure us in, draw from our emotions and fears…yet the second you are doubted, you spin out of control and somehow manage to cock up everything around you.”


  As Li’Am’s hateful words bounced off the stone walls, his son remained silent. 


  He knew all about family conflict. Hell, he hadn’t seen his own brother for years until a couple of days ago, and before that… Mala’Kai had made it easy to disown him. But this familial discord wasn’t his, and he didn’t feel right about being there.


  He was about to open his mouth and ask to be excused when Li’Am turned towards him.


  “Ry’Ker.”


  Raising his eyes, he replied respectfully, “Yes, Commander?”


  “I told you to watch him.”


  Bastian’s sneer entered his head, Well, that explains a lot.


  Ry’Ker would be damned if he would feel guilty for following orders. That was his job. But he still had a niggling of that emotion gnawing in his gut. 


  What does it explain?


  Si’Bastian finally turned his head towards him, and his eyes gleamed a shiny black. Your sudden tolerance of what you hate the most. I should have known. There’s always a puppet doing the master’s dirty work. 


  That stung, and Ry’Ker actually winced as Bastian’s final thought was muttered through his mind. 


  I should know.


  



  * * *


  



  A low crackling sound filtered into Naeve’s thoughts as her eyes slowly opened. She was lying in the center of a soft, narrow bed. The end of which had a curled iron frame, and just behind that, across the room, was a flickering fire—the only light source in the small space. Though still in her sundress, she noticed that her jacket and boots had been removed, her feet now completely bare.


  Sitting up slowly, she placed a hand to her chest as a dull ache throbbed between her breasts. She rubbed it several times, but when she looked down to her skin, she saw no blemishes. Frowning, she let her eyes adjust and then move up and over the furniture surrounding her. 


  Heavy and wooden, each piece looked handmade. There was a chunky looking dresser, a wooden mantel over the fire, and as she turned to the left…


  Kai.


  Her breath caught in her throat as she saw the way he was studying her. 


  Reclined in a sturdy-looking chair that was pushed up against the wall, he had his long legs stretched out and his black boots were crossed at the ankle. He’d placed his black cape back on and pulled the hood up over his head, which caused shadows to play across his features.


  His arms were crossed over his chest, and Naeve noticed that he’d finally removed his gloves. They were sitting on the table beside him as he held a strange pipe. Smoke curled from the end of it and drifted up in front of his face. 


  When she met his eyes, she was reminded how stormy and grey they were—or, right now, how smoky.


  She wanted him to say something to break the silence, but he didn’t. He just stared at her, and as each minute passed, she felt more and more self-conscious. 


  Deciding that it was ridiculous to be frightened of him when he’d practically saved her life, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and then pushed up to stand.


  “Oh, hell!” she yelped and then sat back on the bed, pulling her feet up.


  “Cold floor?” The question was asked in a voice that seemed distant but…amused.


  “Yes. Really cold.”


  He brought his feet to himself and stood, his lofty frame reminding her of how intimidating he really could be. “It’s the stone. No matter what season, it never warms.” Then he wandered over to where she was sitting.


  She could feel her heart starting to beat rapidly in her chest. She remembered what he’d said about not forcing her to do anything she didn’t want to. But as she sat there on the edge of a bed in a strange room, she felt…drawn to him. It was like he was the only familiar thing there, and maybe, if she reached out and touched him, he would anchor her to reality.


  But what reality was she thinking about? The one back in Wilmington, North Carolina? Or this peculiar dreamlike world she seemed to be walking around in?


  He was all that was familiar.


  When he stopped in front of her, she looked up his long…long torso to the serious face peering down at her. His lips were set in a grim line, and his hands remained by his sides. One was empty while the other was holding the pipe.


  She needed to start talking, to start asking questions—she knew that. But as her eyes traced his face, she found she had no words.


  “You’ve been asleep for quite some time.”


  Thank God. He spoke first.


  “How long?” she asked. There. That seemed simple enough.


  “The entire trip back. A little over a day and a half.”


  Naeve felt her eyes widen as her mouth fell open. “A day and…and a half?” she sputtered.


  He pushed the hood off his head, and that was when she noticed his hair. When they’d been trekking through the woods, it had been pulled back into a knot at the base of his neck, but that wasn’t the case here. She vaguely remembered waking earlier and seeing it, but now, with his head tilted down and the hood removed, his shoulder-length hair fell forward to surround his face.


  “Yes, a day and a half. We arrived an hour or so earlier. Do you remember what happened?”


  She didn’t, and as she tried to, her head and chest began to throb. “No,” she finally replied.


  As she glanced around the room again, Naeve turned her head, and was surprised to feel rough, callused fingers touch the skin of her temple. It was the first time he’d touched her without his gloves, and the warmth of him seeped inside her chilled body.


  She remained as still as possible as he silently drew his fingers down her cheek to her chin. Then he gripped it between his thumb and forefinger and tilted her face up, mumbling, “It is true.”


  Naeve tried to catch up, tried to understand what he meant, but she couldn’t. She wanted to ask him where her sisters were. Where she was. But instead of mentioning either of those things, she heard herself ask, “What is?”


  He released her and took a step away, dropping his hand to his side. “I can touch you,” he stated.


  Naeve swallowed hard, surprised by his answer. She also had a sudden thought of what he would do with his new knowledge now that he knew. 


  She watched him walk back over to where he’d been seated and pick up his gloves and knife. He slipped the blade into a cover of sorts that was hanging from his waist and then rounded back to face her.


  “Come,” he instructed as he strode to the door.


  “What?” she questioned, reminding herself that she’d get no answers if she asked no questions. “Where are we going?”


  “To a place neither you nor I wish to go.”


  “And where is that?” She clasped her hands together, determined not to move until he told her where he was taking her.


  He pulled the hood back over his head as he said, “To see Li’Am. Your uncle.”


  



  * * *


  



  Bastian examined the man his father had assigned him and wondered why he was so surprised. It wasn’t as if he didn’t know his father’s stance when it came to him. He just couldn’t believe that Li’Am thought that the guard could track him. It was almost…insulting.


  No matter what kind of abomination he thought he was, Bastian would never use anything in his power to hurt his father. Why would he when all he’d ever wanted was his approval?


  “Si’Bastian,” Li’Am said, and with a crook of two fingers, he summoned the guard who’d retrieved him farther into the room.


  Bastian didn’t even try to get into his father’s thoughts; he knew it would be futile. Li’Am had figured out a way to block his mind many years ago.


  “Father.”


  “I’d hoped you would prove me wrong when I sent you on this mission.”


  A test—how typical.


  “But as I suspected, your pride and arrogance put everyone in danger.”


  Bastian clenched his fists as his teeth ground together. 


  “And Ry’Ker informs me that you’ve perfected your disappearing act…the latest trick of yours—”


  “It’s not a trick,” he cut in, not bothering to spare a glance for the guard shifting his booted feet beside him.


  “Whatever it is,” his father boomed, annoyed by the interruption, “your behavior is even less predictable than before.”


  Bastian wondered where Li’Am was going with this, but before he could ask he felt a cold, iron shackle encircle his wrist. 


  Immediately on the defensive, he tried to fade…fade to nothing. But as he tapped into that new part of himself, the part he didn’t fully understand, an excruciating pain split through his skull and vibrated down his spine, bringing him to his knees with a shout.


  “Gods, Li’Am. What are you doing to him?”


  Ry’Ker…


  “What I should have done years ago.”


  Bastian rocked forward, gripping the sides of his head, and heard the distant clang of his crown as it hit the floor—a fog clouding his mind. He brought his eyes up to the tall frame towering over him, and as his eyes met his father’s, he felt the stinging prick of water filling them.


  The hard planes of Li’Am’s rugged face were pulled taut, and as he loomed over him, he opened his mind to Bastian’s drugged one.


  You are a disgrace, sensualeer.


  Before he passed out on the floor, Bastian pushed through the racking shivers now gripping his body and thought, And I am your son.
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  Kai stopped outside the Great Hall of L’Mere and stared at the closed, wooden doors and cast-iron knockers. It had been years since he’d stepped through them—and even longer since he’d been welcome. He counted the knots in the wood of the door, hating that he was back there at all.


  He looked over his shoulder to where Naeve was standing behind him with her arms wrapped around herself. She’d pulled her boots on, and he’d given her a blanket to wrap around her shoulders. The black wool was a stark contrast to her fair hair and pale skin, and when her blue eyes met his, he could tell she was trying not to let her nerves get the best of her.


  His lips twitched as he returned his focus to the doors. He admired that about her. 


  The little rabbit was brave.


  “Wait here,” he instructed before he pushed open the doors. The hinges groaned under the heavy weight as they widened, and he entered uninvited. 


  The first thing he noticed in the large hall was the palpable tension. His eyes zoomed in on the metallic back of his brother’s Imperial chainmail, and then they dropped to the man on the floor beside him.


  Bastian, Kai thought, striding forward, not sparing a glance for the man standing on the stone dais. Gods, what did he do to you? 


  When he got no response, he knelt down beside the sensualeer’s prone body and reached out to touch his arm. Kai looked to Ry’Ker, who hadn’t bothered to turn and acknowledge him. His loyalty to the arrogant man staring down at him and Bastian disgusted Kai. Almost as much as Li’Am’s loyalty to his deranged sister, the Empress.


  Once he’d gotten to his feet, Kai stepped over Bastian and towards the dais. When he was one step away from the Commander of the Imperial Guard, he heard the metallic slide of a sword being unsheathed and felt a pointy tip press to the base of his spine.


  He halted where he was, his eyes locked on dark, calculating ones that reminded him of both Bastian and Seraphine, and then Li’Am spoke.


  “Mala’Kai.”


  Kai narrowed his eyes on the man he’d grown up admiring and replied, “Li’Am,” choosing not to acknowledge his title or rank.


  “You would be wise to step down.”


  Kai’s gaze didn’t waver, but his lip curled as the blade dug into his back. “If you don’t plan to use that sword, brother, you better get it the hell away from my spine.” 


  There was a deafening silence as the three of them stood in a standoff, and then the unexpected broke it.


  “Bastian?” Naeve’s high-pitched gasp was like a whip cracking in the room.


  Li’Am’s eyes fixated on the woman now running towards the man lying, unmoving, on the floor. Kai felt the pressure on his back disappear and then aimed a steely glance at his brother, who’d stepped back and resumed his guard’s stance—sword sheathed, legs spread shoulder-width apart, and arms behind his back—still choosing not to meet his stare.


  Naeve knelt down beside Bastian, much as he had minutes before, and reached out to touch the side of his face. Then she raised her head and demanded, “What did you do to him?”


  Kai wanted to know himself, so when he looked back to the man’s father and saw him focused on the woman by Bastian’s side, he was shocked by his expression.


  The shrewd eyes from only seconds ago had changed, and the ones currently aimed down at Naeve were soft. He appeared…poleaxed.


  Kai didn’t much care about what feelings this man was having right then. There was no way he was going to let him near her. The Commander dismissed him by moving to his left and taking a step down. But before the older man got far, Kai was by Naeve’s side, his weapon drawn.


  “Trust me when I tell you you don’t want to come another step closer.”


  “Kai,” Ry’Ker said, finally opening his mouth.


  Kai ignored him and kept a watch on Li’Am. “You aren’t my Commander and hold no importance to me, so I assure you, if you come a step closer, I will use this on you and enjoy dying for it.”


  He could sense the fear in Naeve as the warmth of her body seeped through the material covering his leg, but he remained focused.


  Li’Am ceased moving and gave a slight nod of his head, acknowledging his threat. “Very well, Mala’Kai.” The Commander’s eyes flicked down to Naeve and his son and then came back to him. “I just wanted to—”


  “I don’t much care for what you want,” he growled. “Back off.”


  “Protective of her, aren’t you?” Li’Am asked, his eyes blazing with fury at being challenged in his own home.


  “Do you blame me? Family obviously means very little to you.”


  Li’Am’s black brows rose in doubt. “What do you know about family? At least he is not dead.”


  Kai felt the comment like a piercing knife to the gut, just as Li’Am had intended. But instead of showing its effectiveness, he schooled his features to indifference.


  “No, but he’s not functioning, is he?” Kai cocked his head and asked, “What did you think? That this would prove you were more powerful?”


  Li’Am’s jaw twitched—the Commander’s patience clearly running thin.


  With his sword still drawn, Kai told him, “This merely proves how weak you really are.”


  He was about to say more when a loud, feminine squeal came from the door.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve was kneeling on the cool, stone ground, watching Kai, who was holding a lethal-looking sword pointed towards…one scary guy.


  Where Kai was intimidating in an I’m-gonna-slice-your-throat kind of way, the air around this man screamed of power and authority. As she let her eyes move to the third person in the room—a soldier with his sword drawn, protecting this man—Naeve knew whoever Kai was holding at bay was important. 


  “Naeve!”


  The second her name was called, she turned to see Fiona and Audra being escorted into the room by two more men, dressed as the soldier was. When she glanced back to where Bastian lay passed out cold, she wondered what had happened to him. Standing, she watched Fiona rush forward and Audra trail behind her much more warily.


  Uncaring of the standoff occurring, Fiona grabbed her in a hug and whispered in her ear, “Thank God. Thank God.”


  Naeve looked at Kai, who was peering down at them—his arm still raised, his sword still aimed at the other man.


  “Where is Siobhan? Is she awake?” Naeve asked as she let go of Fiona.


  “No. She’s back in the room…” Fiona trailed off, looking around, and when her eyes locked on Kai, she froze.


  “It’s okay,” Naeve murmured. “He won’t hurt you.”


  That was when Audra finally spoke. “He already did.”


  Naeve turned accusatory eyes towards the man facing the three of them and felt all of the horror and apprehension she’d first had for him come flooding back. Then she took a step away and watched his eyes harden as he observed the move before severing the connection.


  “Unbelievable…” 


  The word was said with such reverence that it seemed to pull everyone out of their momentary trance. They turned to the man at the front of the room and found his eyes on Audra. Automatically, Fiona went to one side of her sister and Naeve to the other.


  “I told you before,” Kai warned. “Don’t come any closer.” 


  His voice was steady and his posture rigid, but this time, instead of finding it calming, Naeve found it distressing.


  What did Audra mean he hurt them? Has he been lying this entire time?


  “Put your sword away, Kai.” The order was issued from the man who looked to be dressed in medieval metal.


  A knight’s costume?


  “Why would I do that, brother?”


  Brothers, Naeve thought, taking in the information. She never would have guessed. They seemed more like strangers, and they looked even more so.


  “Because you don’t know all the facts, and you’re making this much more difficult than it needs to be.”


  Kai faced the man and asked, “What happened to Bastian? Or do you even care?”


  The knight’s jaw ticked, and then he stated clearly, “It’s not my place to question the Commander’s will.”


  “Oh,” Kai scoffed. “Of course not.”


  “Put your sword away. Don’t make this day a bloody one.”


  Kai turned back to the…Commander? Who was still watching the three of them—Audra in particular. 


  “Back up,” he snarled, thrusting the sword forward in silent warning.


  The older man brought his gaze to Kai’s and backed away. “You’d do well to take Ry’Ker’s advice, Mala’Kai. I’ve just about run out of patience with you, and trust me, I had very little to begin with.”


  Naeve reached for Audra’s hand. The three of them waited in the massive room dressed in clothes that should have been normal but somehow managed to make them seem like the strangers.


  Kai lowered his arm and slid his sword back into the case hanging from his waist. “Let’s get this over with.”


  The gruff statement met stony silence. Then the man climbing the steps to a raised platform started to laugh.


  “Oh, so now that you’ve flexed your muscle, you’re ready to make a deal. Is that right?”


  “No,” Kai answered. “The deal was made before I left Claremont.”


   “Was it? I don’t remember Ry’Ker mentioning your terms.”


  “That’s because I never told him what I wanted.”


  There was a pregnant pause before a low question was asked—one that Naeve barely heard.


  “And now you know what you want?”


  “Yes.”


  She focused on the Commander as he turned to face them all. His dark eyes shifted over to where she and her sisters stood behind Bastian, and Naeve took a moment to glance at his unmoving body. What had they done to Bastian?


  “And what, pray tell, do you want, Mala’Kai?” he asked, pulling her from her thoughts.


  Naeve had known all along that Kai wouldn’t have done what he had out of the goodness of his heart. He’d pulled a knife on her and threatened her for God’s sake. But this new information from Audra, the knowledge that he’d hurt her sisters when he’d said he wouldn’t, unnerved her all over again.


  “Her,” he said, pointing a finger right at her. 


  Naeve felt her mouth fall open and her eyes widen as she stared in utter disbelief at Kai. Fiona gripped her hand tighter, and Audra started to tremble at her side.


  He isn’t serious? Is he?


  “Don’t be ridiculous, Kai.” His brother made that comment, and it was the first thing Naeve agreed with him on.


  “I assure you, brother, I am not. That is what I want, and since I held up my end of the bargain, I expect to get it.”


  “This is not a meat market. You don’t get to just walk in, pick out the juiciest-looking piece, and walk back out.”


  Naeve knew she was supposed to speak up and say that she wasn’t going anywhere. But she didn’t even know where she was, so she wasn’t exactly sure what she should be protesting. Then it occurred to her that he’d said, “Her,” as in one.


  What about my sisters? 


  



  * * *


  



  Ry’Ker stood by his brother, trying to keep from cramming his fist in his face. He was almost shaking with his rage as he listened to him repeat that preposterous demand.


  “Her.”


  One of the women? Good luck convincing Li’Am—


  “Done.”


  What?


  “And Bastian,” Mala’Kai added.


  “No.”


  The answer was final and sure, and it had Ry’Ker’s head snapping back.


  “What?” he boomed before he’d realized he was even going to say it.


  Apparently, he wasn’t the only one in shock, because the petite blonde who’d just been bargained like a piece of livestock cried out a, “What?” of her own.


  Kai held Li’Am’s stare for several seconds but said nothing more. Instead, he strode over to where the three girls were standing.


  “You’re coming with me.”


  Ry’Ker saw the woman’s eyes widen, true horror filling them as she adamantly shook her head and gripped her sisters as if they could save her.


  “No! I’m not going anywhere with you.”


  Ry’Ker had no clue what Li’Am was thinking, and as he turned back to his Commander, he saw him watching the exchange between his brother and the woman. He witnessed Kai bend down until he was hovering over the blonde, and she shut her mouth real quick.


  That, however, didn’t stop her sister Fiona, the stubborn one, from stating, “You can’t take her.”


  “Who’s going to stop me?” Kai asked. “You? I believe I showed you out in the forest how ineffective your attempts are.”


  Finally, the woman under discussion seemed to find her tongue and asked in a voice that sounded as though she felt betrayed, “Why are you doing this?”


  That was when Kai reached out and gripped her arm, tugging her free of her sisters. Ry’Ker was surprised that she went, and he was even more surprised by the way her face softened slightly when his brother ran a finger down her cheek. 


  “I told you once before, little rabbit. I’m a hunter, and I don’t give up my prey—not ever.”


  “But I don’t want to go with you,” she protested. But the words were softened by the whisper-like way she delivered them, almost as if she were in a trance as she swayed towards him.


  If Ry’Ker hadn’t known better, he would have thought that Kai was working some kind of mind game, something more akin to what Si’Bastian would do. But no, the sensualeer was still out cold on the floor.


  “You can make this easy or hard. Either way, you’re coming with me.”


  Ry’Ker spun back to Li’Am and got his mouth to finally obey its command and speak. “Commander?”


  Li’Am turned his attention to him but offered nothing. He was going to let Kai walk right out of here with her. One of the four women—the women he’d been told were needed together and safe.


  What the hell is going on?


  “Guards!” Li’Am bellowed, and several men marched into the room and stopped behind them. “Escort these two women back to their room and show Mala’Kai and his…guest the exit please. He got what he came for.”


  As Kai moved the blonde towards the door, one of Ry’Ker’s men took Fiona’s arm and she let out a shout, “Don’t touch me!” After wrenching it free, she pulled her silent sister close as if she too were being taken away from her. 


  “Naeve! You can’t go with him. What are you doing?” she cried out as her arm was taken again. 


  The blonde didn’t even turn.


  “Naeve!”


  Ry’Ker was stunned as Fiona continued to call out her sister’s name until the large hall emptied and there was no one remaining except those who’d been there to begin with.


  Li’Am, Si’Bastian, and himself.
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  Naeve followed Kai as he walked her out of the large room and down the long corridor ahead. She could hear Fiona shouting her name behind them, but ever since he’d touched her, it was like she was in a sort of daze and had no will to stop herself from going where he was taking her. 


  As they made their way past several closed doors, she noticed that each one of them had a torch lighting the entryway—but Kai kept walking. His fingers were circling her arm where she’d haphazardly wrapped the blanket he’d given her earlier. 


  When they came to a door at the end of the narrow walkway she finally managed to open her mouth and speak. 


  “Kai?”


  He stopped and faced her, and she was shocked by the fierce determination she saw stamped across his serious features.


  “What?”


  Naeve wasn’t sure what she wanted to ask, but what ended up coming out was, “Why?” She wasn’t sure if she meant, Why are you doing this, or why me? Or maybe she meant both.


  His dark brows furrowed and he looked baffled as he again ran a finger along her temple. As soon as his fingertip touched her, a heated flush spread over her skin as though it were a fire licking through her veins. 


  “Do you feel that?” His voice was gruff.


  Her eyes moved to his, and her thighs clenched in response to his words. Yes, she felt it. That same reaction from earlier in the room upstairs, which only seemed to intensify when they touched.   


  What the hell is happening to me? 


  “I can see that you do. It’s in your eyes.”


  She felt inexplicably drawn to him, just as she had seconds earlier when he’d dragged her from the room. He drew his fingers down her cheek to her chin, where he traced the rough pads along her jaw, and took a step forward. 


  Naeve backed up, distrusting her emotions, and felt the wall press into her shoulder blades when she lost her grip on the blanket. It slid down her shoulders and landed at her feet, and when the cool air hit her fevered flesh, she thought it was probably a good thing, especially since she felt as though she were about to burst into flames.


  “Maybe it’s been too long,” he mused. “I keep telling myself that… But even so, that doesn’t explain why you are responding to me.” 


  His deep voice was hypnotic as he continued to trail the back of his fingers down her neck, and Naeve felt her body ache in response to the caress. She could only imagine how she must have looked, pinned against the wall, blanket pooled at her feet and eyes glazed over.


  She wasn’t naïve. She knew how she looked—aroused.


  It had been months since she’d been intimate with someone, and even then, nothing had ever made her feel like this. 


  Kai took a step closer, and Naeve heard a metallic jingle—his weapons—and sucked in her breath. She wanted to tell him to stop, she was sure, but when his hand flattened against the bare skin above her breasts, her brain short-circuited.


  “Does this hurt?”


  She blinked several times and wondered why he would ask. How he would know about the dull ache in her chest?


  “A little…why?”


  “Hmm,” he frowned, and drew his fingers down to flirt with the top of her cleavage. “I’ve done many things I’m not proud of, but I told you I wouldn’t hurt you, and I won’t force you. So unless you’re willing…”


  She knew what he was asking, and as she gazed up at the menacing face above her, she felt her entire being yearn for his. 


  This is crazy, isn’t it? How can I even think it with everything that just happened?


  But she was. Hell, she wasn’t stupid. Her body was willing. It was throbbing like she was on the verge of orgasm and he’d done nothing but touch his fingers to her face. It was her mind that was rebelling.


  “So, what’s it to be, little rabbit? Do we stay or do we go?”


  She blinked once and felt her breasts push against his palm on an inhale as she tried to pull herself from the fog that was engulfing her.


  “What happens if we stay?” 


  His grey eyes darkened as they tracked down to where his fingers lingered between her breasts, and Naeve heard a soft moan slip from her lips.


  “I’m going to put my hands on you, and you’re going to let me.”


  She could feel the damp heat of desire as it pooled between her thighs. It was glaring proof that she wanted his hands, wanted him…but—


  “Will you let me go after that?”


  As soon as the words left her mouth, she knew they were the wrong ones to say. The hunger she’d seen in his eyes quickly turned to anger, and he grabbed her arm. She gasped at the bite of pain his fingers inflicted as they dug into her flesh. 


  He drew her forward from the wall, leaned down so their noses were touching, and told her through his teeth, “I see that you lied to me earlier.”


  Wincing, Naeve attempted to pull her arm free, but it was pointless. He was much too strong.


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “You told me that you weren’t a whore, yet here you are, ready to bargain with your body.”


  Without even thinking it, the hand by her side swung up and her palm connected with his cheek in a slap so hard that the cracking sound echoed off the walls.


  Quick as a flash, he took her by both arms and lifted her, restraining her against the wall. With a grunt, he wedged his body between her legs, which were dangling above the ground, and Naeve automatically reached for his shoulders to brace herself. She kept her eyes locked with his as one of his hands moved to her knee, and he hitched her thigh up along his side. Then she moaned, louder this time, as the rough material of his pants rubbed the inside of her legs, and his eyes zeroed in on her lips.


  “Gods, I like that sound,” he groaned.


  Naeve clutched the coarse material of the cape he had over his shoulders. Why am I letting him touch me this way? And enjoying it? He’d just called her a whore, but as he gripped her other leg and wrapped it around his waist, she closed her eyes and held on tight.


  He was like everything else in this strange, new world—a beautiful nightmare. Dark, dangerous, and lethal.


  One she knew she should wake from but felt herself sliding deeper inside of.


  She was positive she should have been resisting, but as she searched his fiercely attractive features and his hands trailed up her outer thighs, Naeve knew she wanted this. A taste of danger.


  



  * * *


  



  Kai could feel Naeve’s fingers dig into his shoulders as she strained against him. He wasn’t sure if she was trying to get closer or escape. Her eyes looked wild as she shifted up his body, and when that delicious moan left her lips once more, he had to remind himself where he was.


  There was a time when he’d given no thought to taking a maid in the halls of L’Mere, but this place was no longer his home. He no longer felt welcome, or comfortable, with his pants down and his cock out.


  With that in mind, he placed a hand at the base of her smooth, creamy throat. He felt her swallow and watched her pink tongue flick over her bottom lip.


  “You will not slap me again, do you hear me?”


  Her eyes blazed at him as the desire there warred with anger. “Yes. But only if you stop calling me a whore.”


   Kai jutted his hips forward, causing a soft gasp to escape her. “Are you denying your current need to slake your lust?”


  She closed her eyes, and Kai thought it was telling that she was trying to block him out, but he was having none of that. He slid his palm down her chest and cupped one of her breasts. Immediately, she arched her hips against him.


  “Are you?” he growled, and her eyes opened, trying to focus on him.


  “No. I’m not denying I want you. But I do deny that I’m a…a…”


  Kai lowered his head and whispered in her ear, “Harlot?”


  He figured that would get him another slap to the face or teeth marks in his cheek from her biting him in retaliation, and maybe he deserved them. He didn’t understand his body’s response to her, and it was unnerving. It was as if she were somehow inside his skin and he could feel her stroking every part of him until he wanted to explode.


  He had no control, and for a man who lacked it at the best of times, the destruction of the thin strand he held on to meant…havoc.


  “If you ask me,” he murmured, “bargaining your body for something you want is exactly the same as taking cock for coin.”


  She let out an indignant sound, and her breath ghosted over his lips. “That’s not what I was doing.”


  “Yes, it was,” he argued, lowering his head so their mouths touched. “But I don’t want your coins, and I don’t plan to let you go, so if that’s the only reason you’re offering—cease. Otherwise, you will get a lot more than you bargained for.”


  As the final word left his mouth, he crushed his lips against hers. 


  The kiss was brutal as he unleashed years of pent-up frustration on the woman opening her mouth under his. She could deny her offer all she wanted, but she was as desperate for his mouth as he was for hers. He could feel her heart thumping quickly behind her breast as he squeezed his hand around her soft flesh. 


  She feels good. So damn good.


  He wanted to take her down to one of L’Mere’s rooms, throw her on the bed, and rip her ridiculous sundress off her. The material was so flimsy that he knew it wouldn’t be a problem, and even if it were, he’d just use his knife to get closer to that soft, supple skin.


  His tongue rubbed against hers, and if he’d thought she would be timid or shy, he’d been greatly mistaken. She tangled with him, and he heard his own groan as he pushed her harder against the wall.


  Gods, if he didn’t stop, he was going to take her like an animal right there in the hall.


  He ripped his mouth away from hers and felt his cock pounding inside his pants. “I haven’t lain with a woman in years. That makes a man two things: ravenous and reckless. But I’m not willing to die for the sweet slide of your body just yet.” He released her legs, and as they slid down his sides and her feet touched the floor, he stepped away. “Li’Am gave us mounts. We ride to Claremont tonight. You best get control of your body or you will find the journey either incredibly uncomfortable or perhaps…pleasurable.”


  He knew the minute his meaning sank in because her eyes widened in shock. Then she crouched down to grab the blanket from the floor.


  “You’re disgusting,” she spat out.


  Kai chuckled low in his throat but didn’t deny the claim. What he wanted to do to her was disgusting, but she didn’t seem to mind.


  “That may be so. But when I touch you, your whole body responds to me. Deny it all you want, but for some reason or another, you want me.”


  She glared at him as she stood and wrapped the blanket around her shoulders as if it were a shield.


  “You’re as drawn to me as I am to you, and I for one want to know why.” He backed away until he was at the door they’d first stopped in front of. “Now, let us go. We have at least one night’s ride ahead of us.”


  



  * * *


    


  Ry’Ker stood before his Commander and tried to figure out whether or not he’d lost his mind. What was he thinking sending that woman away with Kai, and what of Bastian?


  He let his eyes slide to the man still on the ground and felt a pang of… What? Sympathy? He didn’t know the sensualeer, but to see him as he was now made Ry’Ker uncomfortable for obeying his leader and doing nothing—which was definitely a first.


  “Ry’Ker?”


  His name, delivered in that authoritative tone, snapped him out of his thoughts and had him focusing back on Li’Am. 


  “Yes, Commander?”


  “I know this makes little sense to you.”  


  How about none, he thought.


   “But it will soon enough. The woman will be safe for now with Kai. For the most part. And I don’t want to hear anything more of it. Do you understand?”


  He didn’t, but he knew what was really being said. Don’t ask any more questions, and do not follow them.


  “What of Si’Bastian?” he heard himself ask without realizing he cared.


  Li’Am walked over and stopped in front of him. “I’m not sure yet. But he will be returned to his chambers.”


  His cell, Ry’Ker thought, knowing that the sensualeer was confined to the East tower of L’Mere.


  “Are you concerned for him?”


  He wasn’t overly—except for the fact that Si’Bastian hadn’t moved since being shackled. He didn’t say that though. He kept his expression inscrutable and responded, “No. I trust your judgment, as always.”


  Li’Am took two steps down until they were standing directly opposite one another. His dark eyes bored into his own as he waited several minutes, trying to provoke more of a response from his head guard. When it was clear Ry’Ker wouldn’t be saying anything else, Li’Am spoke. 


  “I’m pleased you feel that way, because I want you in charge of his watch.”


  Ry’Ker felt the order like a weight upon his shoulders. His eyes drifted to the ground, and then back to that man’s father.


  “I thought that would be over now that we’re back. Clearly, you’ve devised a way to immobilize him.”


  “Yes. But it’s not fair to keep him unconscious forever, is it?”


  He wasn’t sure what Li’Am wanted to hear, so he asked a much more troubling question of his own. “Do you plan to release him?”


  “No. I plan to lessen the amount of mossfire bark used to line the cuffs. He will be awake but nonfunctioning.”


  Ry’Ker tried to work through the information being given to him, but he felt as though it were in pieces, not the full story. So, still, he was confused.


  “Nonfunctioning as in…?”


  “He won’t be able to access his abilities. He will be just like you and me.”


  He looked down at Si’Bastian, and this time, instead of feeling a pang of sympathy, he felt the full force of it well up inside of him. Yes, the sensualeer would be just like they were, but in order to do that, his own father was stripping him of everything that made him who he was.


  “And what will I be doing?” he managed to ask.


  Li’Am walked back up to the dais and over to the large West window. “You will keep an eye on him, and report back to me.”


  “So I’m to be his keeper once more?”


  Li’Am whirled around and pinned him with serious eyes. “No, you are to be my eyes. I want to know what my son is thinking. His guard, Finn never tells me anything, and he’s been with the boy since birth. I need to know what he’s capable of. Especially now that Seraphine has gotten to him.”


  He knew better than to question his leader, but he did want to know. “What makes you think he will tell me anything?”


  Li’Am’s mouth curled to the side, and his answer made Ry’Ker think back to something Kai had said to him only days before. “Be careful who you choose to follow.”


  “He will have no other contact. I wish to keep it private, so Finn is to be discharged. It will either be you or silence. And it’s a known fact that sensualeers thrive on contact. Be it intellectual or physical.”


  Well, he thought when Li’Am finally dismissed him, it was appropriate that the head guard was given a prisoner. He’d just never suspected that it would be the Commander’s son. 


  A person who would hate him the second he awoke.


  



  [image: Image]


  



  Naeve hurried after Kai as he walked across the mud-covered ground to stop by a large, white horse. She came to an abrupt halt when her favorite pair of boots sank down and disappeared to the ankle. 


  “Oh for God’s sake,” she muttered, pulling her foot free, thankful for the first time for the boot’s practicality and not its aesthetic appeal.


  “Is there a problem?” Kai asked, turning to see why she’d stopped.


  She was about to launch into all the reasons why her Prada boots being caked with mud was a problem, but when she saw the way he was looking at her, she thought it best to keep her mouth shut.


  “No. No problem. I just wasn’t expecting the mud bath.”


  He ran his eyes down her body until they landed on her feet, and then she could have sworn she saw him…smile.


  “It’s hardly a bath when it’s just your boots. But if you believe in the finer qualities of horse’s shit and mud, then feel free to strip down and roll in it. I won’t stop you, and I assure you neither will they.”


  When he pointed behind her, she turned to see a group of men standing there. Each of them dressed just as Kai was—all black, head to toe, and hoods pulled up to cover them.


  Once she’d spun back to face the man who was taunting her, Naeve trudged through the slop, wincing at the squish under each step she took. When she reached him, she stuck her hands on her hips and angled her face up to him.


  “Who are they?” she whispered, trying to keep her question between the two of them. 


  “They’re my men. They will be accompanying us back to Claremont.”


  His men? What did that mean? Is he…“Are you like, a king or something?”


  He laughed so loudly that it hurt her ears, but there was no joy to it. “Would it make a difference if I were?”


  She actually found the likelihood of it ridiculous. But why else would he have a small army?


  “No. It wouldn’t make a difference one way or another.”


  “No? I’d be rich,” he said, lowering his face down to hers.


  “Don’t you dare say it…”


  He seemed to find that greatly amusing because he grinned, an honest-to-god-grin that bared his teeth and split his lips wide. “Say what? Did Bastian teach you how to read my mind, then?”


  At the mention of the man she’d first met, Naeve remembered the way he and Fiona had last been when she’d seen them. She frowned and, before she thought better of it, took a firm hold of Kai’s arm. She couldn’t believe she’d been ready to leave without knowing when she would see them again.


  What is the matter with me?


  “Can we see them? Bastian and my sisters? I need to know they’re okay.”


  Kai looked down to where she was touching him and then returned her gaze. “We don’t have time.”


  “But—”


  “No,” he cut her off. “We don’t have time. Remember the first night I found you in the forest and I told you about the kleptors?”


  Naeve did remember. It wasn’t something she’d ever forget. The hellacious sound had been like some sort of alien.  


  “They only come out at night, and they’ll be looking for you.”


  Her heart almost stopped at his prediction. “Why would they be looking for me?”


  “Because they are the Empress’s eyes and she is watching you and your sisters. I’d rather not get caught in the middle again.”


  Naeve tried to understand what he was telling her, but none of it was making any sense.


  “The Empress Seraphine is just like Bastian,” he explained. “But far more experienced when it comes to manipulation and spells. She is the one who impeded our progress the first time. She is also the one who—”


  “Hurt you,” Naeve whispered.


  “No. She didn’t hurt me.”


  She thought back to the moment after the river and recalled the way Kai had been forced to his knees—and so had she. “I remember,” she murmured. “It was the same woman from the tarot shop. It was like I could hear and see her but she wasn’t really there, and then…I don’t remember anything.”


  “Yes,” Kai agreed, his eyes softening as a frown formed between his brows. “That’s one of the very reasons they are as feared as they are.”


  “But Bastian isn’t like her.”


  Kai’s mouth pulled taut, and the look in his eyes took on a hard edge. “No, he isn’t. Not yet, anyway.”


  Naeve was curious at the detachment in his voice, but before she could pursue it further, he spoke again. 


  “My hunters and I know this forest better than anyone, and you need to listen to every word I say from here until you walk through the doors at Claremont. Do you understand?”


  She nodded silently.


  “You will see your sisters again. All of them. Of that I am sure.”


  She blinked up at him and his promise, wondering how he could be so certain. “And Bastian?”


  Kai looked away and then turned towards the horse he was standing next to. “Bastian, I don’t know about.”


  She didn’t like the sound of that, but when he grabbed the reins and held them out to her, she knew the time for talking was over.


  



  * * *


  



  Ry’Ker stood in the doorway to the East tower and couldn’t believe what he was seeing.


  After he’d left the Hall, he’d gone back to his chambers to remove his gear and scrub down with some cold-as-ice water. Then he’d changed into something clean, and minutes later, he’d been in the kitchens, snagging up a plate of food.


  He’d never been to the East tower before. As a child, he’d been told that he wasn’t allowed, and as an adult, he’d been made aware why. These were Si’Bastian’s chambers.


  The guard posted outside, Finn, was an older man who’d been the sensualeer’s watchman for years, and as Ry’Ker approached, he saw him unlock the door and give a quick nod of his head.  


  “Is he awake?” Ry’Ker asked before receiving a silent affirmation by way of a second nod.


  The man was obviously used to silent exchanges, having spent most of his time in his own company outside this very door, so Ry’Ker didn’t bother with any other kind of conversation. He balanced the tray of food on his hand and reached for the handle. Then he steeled himself against what he knew was about to be an ugly confrontation and pushed the door open.


  The first thing he noticed was how dark it was in the rounded space. There were no windows, just grey stones surrounding the lone occupant, who was on the ground with his back to the far wall.


  Si’Bastian’s feet were grimy and bare, and he was still wearing the pants and shirt from earlier, though the white color of them was now a dirt-smeared mess. His hair was matted all over his head, and his arms were shackled to a chain on the wall. Instantly, Ry’Ker felt guilt over his own quick wash before coming up there.


  As he stepped into the room, the man on the floor raised his head, and flat, black eyes met his. 


  “How predictable that my father sent you.”


  The resentment in Bastian’s voice was as clear as the words he was saying, and Ry’Ker took a moment to decide how he should approach the volatile man watching him.


  The first thing he wanted was privacy. Not for his sake, but maybe to restore some of the other man’s dignity and gain a little of his trust. So he shut the door, locking himself in with the sensualeer, figuring that he was safe enough since Si’Bastian was incapacitated.


  Looking over at him, Ry’Ker took another step into the shadowed space. “Who would you have preferred he sent?”


  Si’Bastian let his head drop down and gave a scornful laugh. “Anyone but you, Guard. Finn out there would have been a preferable choice over you.”


  He could feel the waves of animosity pouring off Si’Bastian, and all he could come up with was, “Why Finn? Do you know him well?”


  This time when the sensualeer raised his head, he looked at Ry’Ker from beneath lowered lids, and felt the full force of what exactly Si’Bastian was.


  The potent stare and the curl to his lips, coupled with the way he arrogantly sized him up, made Ry’Ker thankful that Si’Bastian was chained to a wall and unable to hear his moment of self-doubt.


  “I know him a hell of a lot more than I know you.”


  He could tell that Si’Bastian was trying to provoke him, to get a rise out of him. So, instead of responding, he made his way over to the only other object in the room—a small, wooden table—and placed the tray down.


  “How and what do you know of Finn?”


  There. That was the key. Ask questions, keep him talking.


  “Let me see. When I was born, my father moved out of the East wing. Did you know that? Finn did—that’s how I know. Father used to share this part of the castle with my mother, but that doesn’t matter now, does it? He left the same day he locked me inside this impressive tower and then forbade anyone to come to this section of L’Mere.” He paused and then gritted his teeth as he tugged on his iron chain. “But at least then I was free to move about.”


  Ry’Ker remained where he was, silent and curious to see if Si’Bastian would say more—which he did. 


  “Finn’s been at my door ever since. Boring for him, but not so much for me. You see, he was kind of like a training manual. He’s horrible when it comes to blocking his mind, so I would go inside and learn everything there is to know when it comes to dissecting, or coercing, one. So yes, I know Finn very well—unlike you, Guard.”


  “My name’s Ry’Ker. You can use it, you know.”


  “Why would I use it? Your name means nothing to me.”


  Li’Am was delusional if he thought that Si’Bastian would ever tell him anything other than to go away. Maybe he should volunteer Finn, since he seemed to at least use his name.


  “I brought you food.”


  Si’Bastian’s eyes moved to the table and then back to his. “I don’t want it.”


  “Are you going to starve yourself?”


  The man slumped back against the wall and raised his knees. “Maybe. If this is the alternative, would that be so bad?”


  Ry’Ker picked up the tray and walked forward to where Si’Bastian sat. He kept enough distance, though, that even if he charged him, he wouldn’t be able to reach. Crouching down, he placed the food on the ground, trying to decide if what he was about to do was smart—or ill advised.


  “Want to know what I think?”


  Si’Bastian didn’t answer. He just stared at him, those black eyes uncaring of anything he had to say—but that didn’t stop him.


  “I think Li’Am is terrified.”


  Even uttering those words had felt foreign to him. It felt traitorous to even have thought it. But if he was being honest, the fact that Li’Am had done this to his own son spoke volumes.


  “You scare him because he doesn’t understand you.”


  Si’Bastian moved then, lunging forward on his knees and straining at the chains like a rabid dog, an ugly expression twisting his features.


  “I scare him?” he raged, his voice thundering off the surrounding walls until it disappeared into a low, cruel whisper. “He’s the one drugging me, locking me in a cell. He should be scared, because if I ever get free, he’s going to wish he’d killed me this morning.”


  Ry’Ker could tell he meant every word as he looked into Si’Bastian’s enraged eyes. But for some reason, he couldn’t find it in himself to persuade him to feel otherwise.


  



  * * *


  



  Bastian had never felt more powerless than he did in that moment, stripped of his abilities and chained to the wall like an animal. His father had gone too far. 


  Nothing he’d done had warranted this kind of response, and the rage that had been bubbling just under the surface had finally reached its boiling point when he’d sent his head guard to ‘deal’ with him.


  “Just go,” he spat out, disgusted by the sight of his father’s faithful lackey.


  “That’s going to be the one thing I cannot do.”


  Done with the conversation, Bastian didn’t respond. But when Ry’Ker shifted, he realized he was close enough that, if he wanted to, he had a clear shot at hitting him.


  “You may be chained to the wall, but I too am bound to this room courtesy of your father. So how about you start talking to me so we can both get out of here?”


  Bastian couldn’t help the laughter that erupted from a dark corner of himself and knew that he sounded manic. “You’re delusional,” he sputtered, feeling a thrill at the glower that shadowed Ry’Ker’s face. “Go back to your real ally, Guard. There won’t be an alliance here. What would I get from it?” He let his parched lips twist into a sneer and then moved forward until they were practically nose to nose. “Nothing. That’s what I get. So why would I help you?” Collapsing back against the jagged stones, he welcomed the sting of pain against his back. “Get out. There’s nothing here for you.”


  Ry’Ker straightened and stood but didn’t move away. “I have every reason to believe that your kind—”


  “My kind?”


  “—are manipulative game players. People to be feared,” Ry’Ker continued as if he hadn’t interrupted him. “But for some reason, I don’t think you’re like that. Are you, Si’Bastian? All you wanted was his approval.”


  He stayed stubbornly quiet, wishing he could fade the way he’d recently taught himself to. He would have given anything right then to be able to disappear from the guard’s knowing stare.


  “I grew up here and flourished under your father’s guidance. I can see why you resent me—hate me, even. But I’m not the one who did this to you.”


  Bastian let those words run through his mind and thought back to this morning in the Great Hall. No, he wasn’t the one to do this, but— “You did nothing to stop it.”


  Ry’Ker’s jaw twitched, and Bastian knew he’d struck a nerve.


  “You wanted to though, didn’t you? Maybe you’re more like your brother than I first thought.” He knew his taunt would get under the proud guard’s skin, and he was right.


  His shoulders stiffened and his eyes narrowed. “I’m nothing like Mala’Kai.”


  “That would be a shame if it were true. You say that I seek my father’s approval, and all you’ve ever wanted is your brother’s. Even though you detest what he’s done. He’s on nobody’s side but his own. Maybe you are starting to feel the same.”


  Ry’Ker shook his head and strode over to the door, but before he opened it, he turned back and stated firmly, “I’m head of the Imperial Guard. I clearly have a side and a purpose. Something Mala’Kai could never commit to.”


  Bastian shrugged as if he didn’t care. “You’re the one who said Li’Am is scared. Is that any way to talk about your Commander? Your leader? You’re just a pawn in his game. I wonder what it will take to make you see that?”


  If his father wanted to play games and had sent Ry’Ker as his keeper, he’d have to do better than that. 


  Games, after all, were his kind’s specialty.
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  Wilmington, NC


  Two days earlier…


  



  Maeve looked at the clock hanging on her dining room wall and watched as the second hand made its way around the face. 


  Time. 


  That was a new concept she’d had to grow accustomed to when she and Rhiannon had awoken in this new world. It was something that she found passed by excruciatingly slowly when one was keeping track of it.


  Her girls were late. Really late. As in five hours after the time they’d agreed to meet for dinner. That put it close to one in the morning, which was completely unlike them.


  Rhiannon was standing by the window quietly looking out at the running river. She hadn’t said anything since they’d made the last call to Naeve and gotten her voicemail. All four of her girls weren’t answering their phones, and none had called to say that they wouldn’t be by. That could only mean one thing—nothing good.


  For the last several hours, she’d been racking her brain, trying to come up with logical explanations as to where they were and why they hadn’t called, but nothing was making any sense.


  The roast she’d cooked was now cold on the center of the table, and the wax of the candles had dripped down and collected at the base of her favorite silver holders. The flickering flame started to blur, and her vision became clouded as an intense sense of panic welled inside her. 


  She hadn’t felt this way since the day she’d had to leave Arcania, and as the feeling rose inside her chest, she placed a hand between her breasts as if she could squash it back down.


  “What about the police?”


  The soft whisper delivered by Rhiannon barely made it through her agitation as she gazed across at her sister.


  “The police?”


  “Yes. That’s who we need to speak to. I see it all the time on the TV at the café.”


  Maeve thought about the little place they both worked in and frowned. “But what if they just decided to go out? You know, party for their twenty-fifth year.”


  Rhiannon let out a sigh and shrugged. “I don’t know, Maeve. This just isn’t like them. Not to call.” She paused and then smiled. “I mean, Fiona would call for sure. That girl has a backup plan for everything.”


  “Well, there’s nothing wrong with that.”


  “True, but I’m just remembering how Siobhan called her anal retentive just the other day.” 


  Maeve smiled then, thinking of each of her girls. “I don’t know what to do. Do I wait until morning or…”


  “Let’s go with or for now. If they were in trouble, don’t you think one of them would’ve called? You can make them feel terrible in the morning, and I’ll be more than happy to help.”


  A slight chill swept over her body, and Maeve rubbed her arms up and down, trying to find some sort of comfort. She could wait until the morning. No big deal, right? 


  But as she looked at the clock again and saw that time had barely moved at all, she wondered if the wait itself would kill her.


  



  Arcania


  Two days earlier…


  



  Seraphine collapsed onto the table before her and felt the residual energy inside her seep from her pores. She’d done it. She’d found them. 


  As she rested with her cheek against the hard marble, she felt a cruel curve morph the corner of her mouth. It had taken her years to work out where the Hierophant had suggested her aggravatingly perfect sister go, but she’d done it. With the circlet she’d given Maeve on the day of Ascension, she’d tracked down a summoneer. They were the only beings who could locate another in a different realm, and he’d found where Maeve was hiding—and Rhiannon. 


  She’d been shocked to discover both women together. 


  The old Hierophant had thought he’d been really clever before he’d disappeared to whatever plane of existence he’d gone to. Not only had he locked Lach’Lan from her, but he’d also sent Maeve away with a companion.


  It infuriated her that even the small victory of thinking Maeve was miserable and isolated hadn’t been a true victory. No, he’d given her a friend for all these years. 


  Well, how nice for her.


  Twenty-five years she’d been waiting. 


  Twenty-five years of plotting, scheming, and looking for what she needed. 


  And now that she had it, she would not fail.


  It delighted her to no end that, in those twenty-five years, her sisters had aged considerably, unlike herself. They looked older from what she’d been shown by the summoneer, and her vanity reveled in that. While they each had lines around their eyes and a definite aged feel to their skin, she remained as youthful as she had years ago—but she was now twice as powerful.


  Right this second, however, she could hardly move as she lay there in the center of her chambers, recuperating after exhausting her strength. She barely had enough stamina to lift her arms as one of her guards dragged a chained man into her room. 


  Excitement grew in her as he was shoved to the ground, and when the guard looked her way, she dismissed him with a flick of her hand. She then returned her gaze to the man lying at her feet.


  Oh, yes. He will do just fine. 


  He was scared enough that his heightened emotions would feed her energy level, and she would have the power she needed by the time the link was forged to do what needed to be done. All she had to do was touch him.


  Seraphine licked her lower lip and leaned down to drag one of her metallic nails down the man’s cheek. She watched him take a shaky breath, and then she gripped both of his cheeks and shut her eyes.


  As the room lit with a bright, luminous glow, Seraphine absorbed the energy thrumming off of him as it tingled through her fingertips and up into her veins. 


  She would stay like this until she was done—until she’d fully regenerated. 


  The kleptors had shown her a quick glimpse before fading from her lack of power, so she knew the women were exactly where she’d left them in the Taise Forest.


  For now, that will have to do.


  When Maeve found what she’d left for her, Seraphine would need all of her powers to tell her exactly what it was she wanted.


  Which was everything. 


  



  Wilmington, NC


  



  Maeve pulled her car to the curb in front of Naeve and Siobhan’s apartment. Then she turned to her sister, who was seated beside her, and said for the second time that morning, “Maybe they just forgot.”


  The first time she’d said it, Rhiannon hadn’t replied, but this time, it seemed as if she couldn’t keep her thoughts to herself. She reached across the center console and took her hand. 


  “Maybe, but I’m starting to think you’re right, Maeve. I’m getting a really weird feeling about this.”


  No more was said as they pushed open the car doors, made their way up to the apartment, and knocked several times. Nothing.


  Maeve opened her purse, found the spare key Naeve had given her, and slid it into the lock. Then she pushed the door open.


  As it swung wide, the first thing she noticed was how still everything was. There was no fan and no window open. No movement of any kind—especially of the human variety.


  “Are you going to go in?” Rhiannon asked, placing a hand on her arm.


  Maeve turned to her and felt her breathing becoming erratic. “I don’t know if I can.”


  “Okay,” Rhiannon told her. “I’ll go and check.” She stepped inside the apartment while Maeve remained standing outside the door.


  Please let them be in there.


  She pushed her hands into her pockets and tried not to think the worst as she waited on her much calmer sibling. It reminded her of the first few hours they’d arrived in Wilmington. They hadn’t known where they’d been sent, just that they were on the bank of a river and, as far as they’d been able to tell, maybe just a different part of Arcania. 


  After deciding that they needed to explore beyond where they’d woken, it was more than obvious they were definitely not in Arcania. They’d stepped out of the woods and into...downtown suburbia—a term they discovered much later on.


  The cars, buildings, and even the clothing had all been foreign to them. But not quite as foreign as how she had looked to the locals.


  Thank the Gods for Rhiannon, who apparently resembled a ‘flower child,’ because she’d managed to get them into a store, the café they ended up working at, and into the good graces of the owner. Little old Betsy Hartfield—


  “They’re not here,” Rhiannon announced, breaking Maeve from her thoughts.


  Deep in her gut, she’d already known that.


  “But I did find this.” Rhiannon held out a piece of paper that looked like she’d ripped it from a calendar. 


  At the top, it read: Birthday tarot reading...Tales of Futures Past, 4573 Grace Rd. Then, directly under it, was: Audra is lucky I love her.


  No, no, no. 


  Maeve’s heart picked up pace as she stared at what she hoped was a joke. 


  Her girls knew better than to go to a tarot reading. She’d told them more than once that she forbade those kinds of places. She’d been telling them their entire life. It was the one place she knew could, if she could manage it, be a portal for Seraphine.


  She and Rhiannon had discovered early on that this culture, this world they now inhabited, called upon their Guardians for their future fortunes by way of tarot readings.


  It had become obvious exactly why the Hierophant had been able to send them there. The people here knew of Arcania, they just weren’t aware that those they looked to in tarot existed in a wholly different realm.


  That night, in a small little bookstore, they’d learned a lot.  


  “Why would they go there?” she thought out loud, raising her eyes to Rhiannon’s.


  “Curiosity of the forbidden?”


  Scrunching up the paper, Maeve pulled the door to the apartment shut and stuffed it in her purse. “We need to go.”


  Rhiannon frowned and put a hand out to halt her. “Wait a minute. You don’t think this is some kind of trap? If it is Sera, maybe this is exactly what she wants you to believe. That the girls are missing and you need to go to this...Tales of Futures Past to find them.” She stroked her fingers down Maeve’s arm in a comforting gesture. “We both know what a master manipulator she was all those years ago. I can’t even imagine what she’s like now.”


  Maeve was scared to imagine the kind of person—no, sensualeer—Sera had become. If this was in fact their sister, then they knew that whatever awaited them when they reached the shop wouldn’t be good. But not going after her daughters wasn’t even an option.


  “I’m going, Rhiannon.”


  “I know.”


  And that, Maeve thought, is what Seraphine is counting on.


  



  * * *


  



  When they reached the front door of the shop fifteen minutes later, Maeve wasn’t surprised to find it ajar. She knew deep in her heart that her girls’ disappearance, the store, and the fact that this was their twenty-fifth birthday were all too much to be a coincidence. It had to have the involvement of someone from their past.


  She pushed inside the store, Rhiannon close on her heels, and knew that she should slow down and try to assess the situation. However, common sense had left somewhere around the point of realization back at Naeve and Siobhan’s apartment. 


  All that remained now was the need to find them. 


  If, somehow, Seraphine had reached her girls, they would be helpless. Defenseless against her. They knew nothing of Arcania, nothing of their heritage—and that was all her fault.


  With complete disregard to proprietry, Maeve walked straight through the front entrance, down a narrow hall, and into a large, square room at the back. She came to an abrupt halt when she saw what was hanging on the walls and felt Rhiannon stop directly behind her.


  “By all the holy Guardians, did you ever expect this?” she whispered, voicing Maeve’s exact thought.


  Maeve made her way over to the left hand side. There, all around them, were images of their past. Images no one but a fellow Arcanian would know to replicate.


  The first was an exact recreation of Castle L’Mere, their childhood home, and immediately, Maeve felt an ache inside her heart. It felt like hundreds of years since their exile, not the mere twenty-five it had truly been.


  “This has to be the hand of Sera,” Rhiannon stated. 


  Maeve remained silent as she took in the image and remembered the last time she’d seen Li’Am and Sera…


  



  “It’s coming. The baby. They say they can see the head.”


  Lach’Lan stepped over to Li’Am and clasped his hand, patting him on the back. “Good for you. Are you overjoyed?” 


  Li’Am stepped aside and told him, “I will be once Sinead’s part is through and she stops threatening me with death.”


  Lach’Lan looked back to where she stood and raised his brows. “Is this what I have to look forward to, then?”


  “Death would be much easier, I presume, than pushing a—”


  “Cease,” Lach’Lan chuckled. “I believe you. I believe you.”


  “Come on. I want to be in there when it’s born,” Li’Am announced.


  Her brother walked inside, and she heard Lach’Lan say as he followed, “Okay. But I am standing by Sinead’s head.”


  Maeve was about to follow when she felt the temperature take on a frigid chill. The same it had that day at the ceremony, when the Hierophant had approached her sister Sera, and automatically, Maeve placed her hands over her rounded stomach. 


  All of the commotion she’d been able to hear moments before had now vanished, and in its place was an eerie silence.


  Sera? she thought and waited for an answer.


  So happy you have not forgotten me, big sister.


  Maeve could feel her breathing hasten as she remembered the pain from that night many months ago. Her eyes darted around, frantically trying to spot her estranged sister, but she could see nothing.


  I could never forget you, Sera.


  My name is Seraphine, Empress. You’d do well to remember it.


  Where have you been?


  A jarring cackle filtered through the air, and then Seraphine appeared before her. 


  Maeve was shocked by the clarity in which she could see her. She’d only been learning this piece of magic months before, but as Maeve faced her now, it was as if Seraphine were in the room with her. It was more than apparent that this was one power her sister now had a firm understanding of. 


  Maeve stood as still as she possibly could with her back to the wall, stunned by the transformation in her sister. Standing before her was a stranger, and when she took a step forward, Maeve could tell she was a dangerous one at that.


  I was banished, dear sister. Did he not tell you? Seraphine’s tone was cold, her black eyes frightening as they pinned her where she stood.


  Did who not tell me? Maeve thought. Who knew?


  The Hierophant. She spat the word into Maeve’s mind as if it were a disgusting taste in her mouth. He wasn’t strong enough to kill me, but he got inside my mind, saw what he saw, and then he banished me with no reason as to why.


  Maeve blinked several times, trying to understand, and then Seraphine reached forward and placed a hand on her belly, making her flinch. A sneer curled the side of her sister’s mouth as her coal-like eyes met her own.


  Didn’t think I could touch you, did you?


  No, she had not. Never before had Seraphine been able to touch or talk in this form. She would merely appear as a vision and have to communicate through the mind.


  Well, when one has nothing to do but hone their magic, one soon learns a few tricks.


  Maeve could feel her heart hammering inside her chest at the angry determination she could see on her sister’s face. Her dark hair now had a red hue to it, and when she reached out and gripped the back of Maeve’s neck, a cry of shock left her mouth.


  Did you think I would forget, sister? Seraphine thought. Happy with how it turned out, you say. Well, I for one am not.


  Sera, Maeve thought, wondering if any part of her sister was still in there. I never meant to hurt you. You know that. I had no control over who was called. I didn’t know.


  Seraphine’s eyes turned to slits, and Maeve felt a sting of pain against the back of her neck. Something had pierced her skin.


  You are going to leave…


  Leave? Maeve thought, panicked as Seraphine’s grip tightened and the pain increased.


  Yes, leave. Go far, far away, and leave your Emperor behind.


  Maeve felt her heart ache as the words were hissed inside her mind. You know I cannot. We are ayon. If I leave…no one knows what would happen. We could both end up like mother—mad.


  Seraphine ran her eyes down to the belly Maeve was protecting with both hands. That may be so. But it’s not written anywhere that you have to be near one another, and I am quite content to have a slightly mad Emperor sitting beside me on his throne. Especially one such as Lach’Lan.


  Maeve stared in disbelief of the cruelty of Sera’s words.


  Oh, it hurts to be betrayed. Doesn’t it Maeve? To know that what you expected would happen—the happy little life—instead has changed course. 


  The biting sting at the back of her neck intensified as Seraphine brought her hand, and that once golden index finger, to the base of her throat. The markings that used to be hidden away, the ones that adorned Seraphine’s arm so beautifully, were now a twisted map of black up the length of her arm. Like a diseased river.


  A river, you think? Perhaps. You will leave tonight, or come tomorrow eve, you will wish you had.


  Seraphine knew what she was doing. She wanted her gone so Lach’Lan’s draw to her lessened. That way, she could manipulate him, control him, and have what she’d so desperately wanted all along—everything Maeve had.


  It will never work, Sera. Once someone is paired, their heart cannot be swayed.


  Seraphine encircled her throat in a tight stranglehold, causing Maeve’s breath to leave her. Leave. Or everything you hold dear—your precious babes, this land, even the man we both desire—will leave you for good. It’s time the tables were turned. Time for you to have nothing and for me to have everything.


  The grip around her throat disappeared, and before she could speak, so did Seraphine. The second she was freed, Lach’Lan ran from the room where he’d obviously been held captive.


  “Maeve!”


  “I’m here. I’m okay,” she reassured immediately, but as she took his hands in her own, she knew they wouldn’t be for long…


  



  “Come,” Rhiannon urged, dragging her from her painful memories. “Let’s see if we can find anything to help us.”


  She let herself be drawn away from the harsh reminder of her choices, and that was when something shiny caught her eye from the round table in the center of the room. She stopped where she was, and as she focused on the gleaming object, she almost couldn’t believe her eyes.


  Maeve blinked several times, but it still remained, and as she made her way towards what was beckoning her, her worst fears were solidified.


  There, sitting in the center of the table, was the silver circlet with a stone the color of Sera’s eyes gleaming back at her. Only one could have put it there, and as Maeve reached out to pick it up, her fear turned to anger as she willed Sera to come for her.


  Come out, come out, Seraphine—wherever the hell you are. 


  



  Arcania


  



  When it finally came through, the link was faint as it roused Seraphine from her rest.


  Discombobulated sounds overlapped as they meshed and became one before splitting apart inside her head to bounce off the corner walls of her mind.


  Voices, echoes of the past, filled her mind and had her eyes snapping open.


  Maeve… Ahh, look, Seraphine, she thought to herself. Look who’s here to see you.


  Clamping her hand down on the marble table she was sitting at, she scraped her nails along the surface and watched in delight as her sister crumpled to the floor, clutching in her hand the circlet that had brought them together once more.


  


             Somewhere in between


  



  Wake up, sister... Come now. This is no fun unless you wake up...


  Maeve’s eyes opened as she slowly came to and saw that she was lying at someone’s feet. Before she had a chance to even raise her head, a voice filtered in through her mind, the power of it potent and obvious.


  You once said that you would never forget me. Is that still the case my dear, dear sister?


  Maeve tried to move but found she was immobilized, save for her neck and head. She knew that the black fusion of silk and lace she could see belonged to her sister—Seraphine.


  That’s Empress Seraphine now. Has a nice ring to it— wouldn’t you agree?


  Empress… She had not expected that.


  Maeve allowed her eyes to trail up what she knew had to be a projection of some kind. Some sort of vision, one where Seraphine had managed to cast them both into the same realm for whatever purpose she had.


  When her eyes reached her sister’s, Maeve was disturbed by what she saw.


  Nowhere was the sister she’d once known. The blue eyes that had long ago sparkled with discovery were now gone. In their place were two fathomless black holes. Darkened windows to a soulless being.


  Don’t be too cruel, sister. Remember, I have a few somebodies you may want back.


  Why? Maeve finally questioned, engaging with the stranger before her.


  Do you delight in playing the role of the naïve, sister? You know why. Seraphine sneered.


  It didn’t make any sense. None of this did. What Sera had longed for in the past was no longer. So what was it she wanted now?


  Oh, Seraphine laughed, you don’t know. Telling you will almost be as much fun as eventually ripping it from you once more.


  Confused, Maeve remained silent. It was the only way she had any hope in gaining the upper hand with one such as her sister.


  He lives, sister….


  As Seraphine’s words filtered through whatever atmosphere was containing them, Maeve knew immediately to whom she referred.


  No…


  Yes. He lives, and you left him behind. Untouched, un-thought of—


  That’s not true, Maeve snapped before a stinging pain split through her mind.


  Feel that, Maeve? That’s only a small demonstration of what I can do to you should you try to disagree or disobey me. 


  Maeve’s mind tried to combat her sensualeer sister, but it was more than obvious that Seraphine had learned much more than what Maeve remembered.


  I’ve grown much stronger in your absence. You’d be wise to remember that. Your daughters... They’re lovely, Maeve. Especially the one who bears a striking resemblance to you. I think I’ll keep her for last.


  Maeve thought of Audra, her sweet, precious girl who felt everything on a deeper level, and strained against her invisible bonds.


  What do you mean? What do you want, Sera? 


  Right as she thought it, Seraphine’s face distorted before her. It flickered and faded, and Maeve realized she must have had to use an enormous amount of power to have pulled them both wherever they were.


  I want what I’ve always wanted, and now, I have the power to take it. He thought he was so clever—scattering the keys, binding them with a spell. But I found them, Maeve, and now, I have the missing links.


  The keys? Maeve thought. To the Tower?


  Yes, dear sister. That’s where he lies. Where you left him...waiting.


  Careful not to think anything other than what she wanted Seraphine to hear, Maeve raised her eyes. If you have the keys, why do you need my daughters and me?


  Seraphine scoffed as though she didn’t believe Maeve had no clue. Because the Hierophant was obviously charmed by your pathetic story of love, and he cursed the keys to be wielded by only those born to the truest of love—


  My girls?


  Ahh, not so stupid after all, are you? But here’s the catch, Seraphine informed her. The keys are now tainted after having been in my care. And soon, your girls will find themselves fighting off their darkest cravings. I guess I’m a bad influence. What do you think...Mom? 


  Maeve wanted to claw at her face and rip it to shreds, but she was held prisoner, and it was no use. Seraphine wasn’t really there anyway.


  Your two eldest are the first on my list, temperance and strength—we don’t want any of that. We don’t want control. We don’t want levelheadedness. Then there’s the one with those perceptive eyes, always watching and thinking a little too much. And your youngest... Yes, the one you worry for. She’ll come last, and she’ll be a delight to play with. Tell me. With one who looks just like you, is she so true of heart and believing in others?


  Maeve felt tears falling down her cheeks as she thought of her daughters, especially Audra. 


  Once they’re all in place, they’ll summon you, the final piece of this puzzle. And don’t even think about tricks or delays, sister. 


  How do I know they’re still alive?


  I need them alive to get what I want. So rest assured—I won’t be killing your precious children anytime soon. But Maeve? That circlet—watch as the stone darkens and know that all of your children will know who and where they come from. The light and the dark—then we’ll call for you.


  Maeve ground her teeth together. Seraphine...wait. She tried to think of what she wanted to say after all these years, but with all of the information that had just been given to her, all she came up with was, Why?


  And when a deranged kind of grin hit her sister’s mouth, Maeve realized there was nothing left of the girl she’d once known.


  Because, Maeve...I can.
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        Arcania


       Present Day…


  



  It felt like it had been days by the time they arrived at Claremont, but it had only been one night—one extremely long night.


  When Kai had told her that they were almost there, she’d been thrilled. Not because she was excited to see her new prison, but because she knew it meant she could finally take some of the pressure off her sore ass, which she’d been continually shifting in the leather saddle. 


  As Kai brought his horse to a halt in front of two wrought iron gates, Naeve looked at the crumbling castle and felt her mouth part on a soft, “Wow.”


  In all her imaginings—and she’d had a lot on the silent ride there—nothing had prepared her for this. It was early dawn, at least she thought it was, and even though she saw no sun rising, there was a muted light pushing through a thick fog. 


  Illuminated in the distance, across a narrow footbridge, was a lofty tower that seemed to reach for the sky as it loomed over the peaks and arches of the castle beside it. It was clear the structure was old, and as Naeve let her eyes move up the cylindrical-shaped building, she knew she was way out of her comfort zone.


  She looked to the man beside her who was seated on his horse as if he’d been born there. 


  “What do you think?” he asked.


  Huh. She hadn’t thought he’d care one way or another about her opinion. But when she saw the green vines twisting around the gates and the burgundy flowers blooming to life, she heard herself saying, “It’s beautiful.”


  The horse’s hooves clattered as Kai steered him in close to hers.


  “See that red flower there?”


  Naeve nodded, and when he took her chin to turn her face to him, she froze.


  “Don’t touch it. The crimson creeper is one of our deadliest plants here in Arcania.”


  He’d said it in a way that made Naeve think that maybe he was starting to believe what she’d told him. That she was from somewhere far, far from home. 


   Before she could voice her thoughts though, he leaned towards her and said, “The men call it the siren’s song. It lures you in, but one touch and you’re dead on the ground.”


  Her eyes widened as she let them move over his large frame, and then she cocked her head to the side. “Are you trying to scare me? There seems to be an awful lot of things that can kill you here.”


  “That’s true. There are,” he agreed. “But no, little rabbit, I’m not trying to scare you.”


  The soft, almost gentle way he’d said that had Naeve asking, “Why?” Then she saw one of his dark brows rise above his grey eyes.


  “Why?”


  “Yes. Why aren’t you trying to scare me? You didn’t care when we first met, and since then, you’ve made it abundantly clear that I’m nothing but a pain in your…” she trailed off, not quite wanting to think of that part of his anatomy. 


  But, of course, he didn’t let it go. “A pain in my what, exactly?”


  “Nothing.”


  Suddenly, Kai reached for her horse’s reins and tugged her closer until their legs were brushing. “A pain in my what, Naeve?”


  Oh, wow… 


  That was the first time he’d ever used her name, and the effect of it rolling off his tongue was as potent as his lips had been earlier.


  “Naeve?”


  There it was again, deep, sexy, and—as strange as it was in all of this confusion and chaos—comforting.


  “A pain in your ass.”


  His brows dipped into a deep V as he frowned at her and then asked, “Why would you think you’re a pain…there?”


  Rolling her eyes, she shook her head and let out an exasperated breath. “I don’t mean it literally. It’s a saying,” she tried explaining, but when he merely stared at her, she tried again. “Where I’m from, if someone’s annoying, we call them a pain in the ass.”


  Kai’s eyes shifted over her, and when she realized he was looking at her ass, she clamped her lips shut. An embarrassing silence surrounded them, and Naeve couldn’t help the flush that crept up her cheeks at the absurdity of the conversation and his brief inspection. 


  Here she was, God knows where, discussing with a man she barely knew—and ninety percent of the time feared—the meaning behind what she was feeling in her own posterior as she sat on a horse. 


  A horse! Absurd is the exact right word.


  “I don’t know this place you say you come from. But judging from the way you dress and the things that come out of your mouth, I’m thinking it’s somewhere I’d like very much.”


  Naeve heard a snort of laughter escape. The thought of him in Wilmington was utterly—yes—absurd.


  Her eyes moved over him, and then she replied, “No way. You’d never fit in.”


  “Why do you say that? I’m just a man, no worse than any other. You’re still alive and untouched, are you not?”


  Naeve looked over her shoulder to the men behind her. Dressed from head to toe in black, they looked like an army from Hell. She then turned back to their leader and, not for the first time, wondered if he was the devil himself. 


  “I am. But that isn’t why. You just…wouldn’t fit in,” she ended lamely.


  He handed her the reins and, when she took them, said, “Well, that’s nothing new. I’ve always been somewhat of an outcast.” Then he nudged his horse’s flanks, and as it began to move away, he said over his shoulder, “Welcome to Claremont, little rabbit. Where the only things you need to fear are the flowers.”


  Baffled by his shift in mood and the way he’d welcomed her almost kindly, Naeve decided that her best course of action was to keep her mouth shut and her arms in tight so she touched nothing she shouldn’t as she followed the man into his home.


  As she was halfway across the cobblestone bridge, she glanced up at the castle ahead of her. That was when she reminded herself to be careful and not trust Kai just because he’d shown a hint of kindness.


  After all, she’d read somewhere not so long ago that even the devil himself had once been an angel.


   


  * * *


  



  Ry’Ker made his way down from his chambers the following morning and outside to the courtyard. He was on a mission. There were several things he needed to do this morning, and the first was to find their healer and naturalist, who he knew was likely out by the stables.


  He acknowledged several of his men as he crossed the grounds, and when he stopped in front of a water trough, he found himself looking up to the window of the East tower, curious for the first time ever about the well-being of the sensualeer.


  Did anyone take food to him this morning?


  Knowing he had more important matters to take care of, he pushed that one aside, figuring that Si’Bastian’s father would have made sure his own son was fed. 


  He turned back to the stables and made his way inside, squinting into the shadows. The sweet scent of the hay mixed with the pungent smell of horse shit wafted up his nose as each of the horses moved to the front of their stall to check out the newcomer.


  “Ai’Den,” he called out as he made his way past his own mount, Storm, and gave him a scratch between his ears.


  Hearing movement to his left as he looked down the row of horses, he saw a dark head of hair pop up three stalls down.


  “Ai’Den,” he said again, and this time, the man turned and looked over at him.


  “Ry’Ker, what are you doing out here?” he asked as he made his way out of the stall and slung the ropes in his hands over the railing.


  Ry’Ker gave Storm a final stroke down his nose before he walked over to meet the young man halfway. Ai’Den had come to L’Mere five years ago, when the Empress’s curse had reached his village’s water supply. 


  Like with all the surrounding areas, the second the water had been tainted, the women had become diseased. Seraphine had been clever though. The water wasn’t fatal to the females, but as soon as ingested or bathed in, they became deadly to the men. Which effectively ended all physical contact between the two.


  Seraphine’s reasoning: If I cannot have the one I desire, why should anyone else?


  “Li’Am has requested that you take a look at the women we brought back yesterday.”


  Ai’Den brushed his hands down the sides of his breeches and nodded. “Of course. Do you need me immediately, or can I finish up here? I still have to check on one of the mares, but after that, I’m free.” 


  Ry’Ker told him that that was fine and to take as long as he needed. “Just make sure that you check on them at some point this morning.” Then he left, making his way back to the kitchen. 


  Next stop, the women.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve dismounted and stood aside as one of Kai’s men stepped forward to take the reins of her horse.


  “Oh…oh, thank you,” she stuttered, trying to remember that she did have manners. 


  It was just that, up until now, she hadn’t had a reason to speak to the men who’d accompanied them, and she’d secretly been hoping she never would. 


  They were frightening.


  “My pleasure, rabbit.”


  When she heard the nickname Kai had given her, her eyes widened and her mouth opened in shock. Then a slight snicker came from behind the man’s mask and she was perilously close to demanding he stop.


  “Rabbit?” she questioned to make sure she’d heard right.


  “Yes. That’s what we were told to call you. Since you like to run.”


  Completely taken off guard by the fact that this man was even speaking to her, she had no response. It probably also had something to do with the fact that she was busy thinking what an ass Kai was.


  Did he tell everyone that I tried to run away? And failed?


  Spinning on her toes, she marched over to where the giant of a man stood in his long, black cape. “Rabbit? You told them to call me rabbit? I have a name, you know.”


  Once he’d removed and tucked his gloves under his arm, he took off his mask and pushed the hood back from his head. “I know. But they don’t need to know it. So yes, for now, they can call you Rabbit. It will also remind them not to let their guard down around you.”


  This time, as the irritation welled inside her, she balled her fists by her sides and gritted her teeth.


  “Gonna stomp your foot too?”


  “No,” she snapped as if she were a ten-year-old. 


  His mouth curved into an arrogant smirk as he leaned in a little closer to her and confided, “That’s a pity. You look cute when you do.”


  Crossing her arms over her chest, she turned her head to the side and blew out a breath, hoping to convey not only her boredom, but her displeasure at being so close to him.


  “You smell like a horse,” she told him.


  Instead of moving away or becoming annoyed by her, Kai took a step closer and brushed his nose up against the hair by her ear. When he took a deep breath, Naeve sucked in hers, horrified that her words seemed to have had the opposite desired effect. 


  Then he gently blew it out and whispered, “So do you.”


  Whipping her head around, she glowered at him. “You’re impossible. I thought I wasn’t a prisoner here.”


  “You aren’t. You just can’t leave.”


  He walked towards the huge wooden doors Naeve had admired when they’d gotten close enough to see, but she was beyond taking in the sights right now—she wanted some answers.


  Marching after him, which was becoming an annoying habit, she told him very matter-of-factly, “That’s the same thing.”


  “No, it’s not,” he replied without bothering to look at her. “If you were a prisoner, you’d have been shown straight down to the cells in the dungeon.”


  That brought her steps to an abrupt halt. “You have a dungeon?”


  Kai looked over his shoulder and gave a slight incline of his head. “I do. And if you misbehave, I just might chain you up down there.”


  She was sure it had been meant as a threat and she should be terrified, but the heated stare he was aiming at her—excited her.


  “You wouldn’t dare.”


  He showed his teeth in a false grin and asked, “Wouldn’t I? Now, are we done with all the questions? I, for one, would like to take a bath. As you so graciously pointed out, I smell like a horse.”


  He turned away from her and reached for the huge brass knockers on the doors, and Naeve remained several steps behind him. When the doors swung open and the enormous room beyond them came into view, anything she might have been about to say disappeared from her mind.


  



  * * *


  



  Kai walked through the double doors and stopped to watch Naeve’s reaction. He was starting to really enjoy that about her—her sense of discovery. 


  Everything new she saw, she found some kind of wonder in, and for someone like him who’d lost all hope in his land, it was amazing to be seeing it again through this stranger’s eyes.


  “Come in,” he invited, waiting to see what she would do.


  She wrapped the blanket he’d given her back at L’Mere around herself and took several tentative steps forward until she was in the center of the entryway. Then she tilted her head back to look up above her, and a shard of light shone down over her hair as she whispered, “Is this all yours?” 


  He stood directly in front of a stone staircase, which swept up and around the wall to the left. It ended on a balcony that led off to the second floor, then it circled up to the third, the fourth, and all the way to the final floor, which was the sixth. It was a gigantic piece of construction up the center of the castle, which his ancestors had built, and to this day, it remained an awe-inspiring feature of Claremont.


  After shrugging the cape from his shoulders, he handed it to Marcus, who took that and his gloves from him before leaving them alone for the first time since the hallway at L’Mere.


  “Yes. Claremont has been in my family for a little over a century.”


  Naeve continued looking around. Then she brought her awe-filled gaze back to his and smiled—something he was sure she didn’t even realize she was doing.


  “It’s so big.” She gave a little laugh. “Everything here is big.”


  It’d been so long since he’d heard the light, carefree sound of a laugh that he found himself wanting to close his eyes and absorb her moment of joy like the rays of a warm sun on a cool morning. But he didn’t. 


  Instead, he unbuckled the weapon belt from around his waist and pointed out, “Maybe you’re just tiny.”


  Her face turned serious, as if he’d reminded her of something, and then those blue eyes, which had just been filled with wonder, changed as a heavy sadness crept in.


  “I don’t understand you. You don’t seem cruel, but…why bring me here? Why take me away from my sisters?” 


  Having been alone for so many years save the presence of his men, Kai would’ve thought he’d lost the ability to feel guilt or compassion. But as he looked down into her troubled face, he found himself fighting off both of those emotions. 


  His reasons for having brought her to Claremont were selfish ones he’d tried to disguise with nobility, and instead of answering, he merely said, “Marcus will show you to your chambers, where you can clean up. I will see you after for a meal.”


  Then he turned on his heel and made his way up to the second-floor landing, where he watched the strange woman from another world become acquainted with his own.
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  Ry’Ker climbed the stairs that were attached to the kitchen and stopped outside the room Li’Am had placed the women in. It was a large, open space that stretched the expanse of the kitchen and had several cots lining the walls. It was usually reserved for the handmaidens, but ever since Seraphine had come into rule and the women had left the castle, it had sat empty—until now.


  “Are they awake?” he asked the guard posted by the door. 


  The man looked him in the eye and gave a quick nod. “I believe so. They haven’t made much noise, but I thought I heard them stir earlier.”


  Ry’Ker rapped his knuckles on the wood and waited several seconds before turning the handle and stepping inside. His eyes scanned the room before he spotted Fiona standing at the foot of one of the cots in the far back corner. 


  Without a word, he made his way towards them and watched the way she tracked him across the room. She was smart. He’d thought so the first time they’d spoken. And as she continued to monitor his movements, he knew there was more going on behind that watchful stare than she would ever say.


  “I trust you slept well?”


  Her facial expression didn’t change as she answered, “One of our sisters has been kidnapped. The other is lying here unconscious. So no, we didn’t sleep well.”


  So much for trying the friendly route.


  He let his eyes move to the head of the cot, where the dark-haired woman was sitting on a stool by her sister’s sleeping form.


  “There’s no change, then, I see.”


  Fiona turned away from him and muttered, “Keen observation.”


  “We have a healer coming to see her. He’ll tell us more,” he said. 


  She turned skeptical eyes on him. “A healer? Like a doctor? Do you even know what’s wrong with her? What are these markings on her face and body?”


  “There are more since yesterday?” he asked as he began walking over to the bed. 


  Before he got even two steps forward, Fiona shifted from the end of the cot and tilted her chin up to face him. “Don’t come any closer. Not unless it’s to help.” She paused and blinked, her deep-brown eyes refusing to look from him as she said again, more resolutely this time, “We need your help.”


  The change in subjects threw him for a second, and when he looked down into that upturned face, he saw a hint of nerves enter her eyes. What is she up to?


  “Is that so?”


  She licked her top lip and swallowed before taking in a deep breath. “Yes.”


  Trying to work out her angle, Ry’Ker remained silent, waiting for whatever else she had to say.


  “I realize…”


  When she stopped, he prodded, “Yes?”


  After seeming to gather her courage, she started again. “I realize we got off on the wrong foot, but you seem like a levelheaded man.” She looked over his shoulder—to the shut door, he presumed—and he wondered if she was checking to see if they were alone or if she could possibly escape. “Isn’t there anything I could offer…you know, to make you want to help us?”


  Surely she isn’t—


  “I’ll do whatever you want,” she promised in a lowered voice only he could hear. Then she raised a hand as if to touch him.


  Like an arrow had pierced his flesh, he flinched and sucked in a breath before saying coldly, “Don’t.”


  As if he’d slapped her, her mouth pulled taut and her cheeks flushed with embarrassment and rage.


  “Don’t touch me. Not ever. Do I make myself clear?”


  Staggering backwards towards her seated sister, she spat at him, “Crystal.”


  He let his eyes move over the three women one more time. Then he spun on his heel and stormed to the door. He yanked it open, but before he left, he said, “The healer will be by presently. Don’t try anything, Fiona Brannigan. I’ll be watching.”


  Then he walked out the door.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve stood in the open door of the room she’d been led to and took in all she could see.


  On the far side of the space was a square window with wooden shutters. Kai’s man had walked in and pushed them open to let in what little light was shining, and off to the side wall was a mammoth-sized bed with thick, wooden bedposts that twisted up to a frame that held a canopy of dark, heavy material. Opposite the bed was a fireplace the silent man had also walked over to and lit. Once that was taken care of, he moved back towards her.


  “There’s a jug with water on the mantel over there and some starlight herb for bathing. The basin is on the dresser on the far wall.”


  She clasped her hands and nervously twisted them. She thought she’d heard Kai call him Marcus, and as he brushed by and looked down, she realized it was the same man from earlier, when they were outside. But this time, he wasn’t wearing anything over his face.


  “Marcus?”


  He stopped where he was and seemed shocked to have heard his name, but he said nothing.


  “Whose room was this? It’s very feminine to belong to a man who told me he hasn’t been around females in years.”


  Marcus looked over his shoulder and back into the room. Just when Naeve thought he wouldn’t answer, she heard him say, “The late Mistress of Claremont.”


  Naeve wrapped one arm around her waist and brought the other to her chest, which felt…hot all of a sudden. When the word ‘mistress’ had come out of Marcus’s mouth, an irrational burst of anger—no…jealousy—had swept over her.


  “Mistress?” she asked. “As in Kai’s wife?”


  Marcus’s lips tightened, and she thought he seemed annoyed by the question—or perhaps annoyed that he’d answered her in the first place. He didn’t say another word as he walked to the door. 


  But before he could escape, Naeve made sure to tell him, “Thank you.”


  He stopped with his back to her, and his stiff, wide shoulders relaxed slightly as he murmured a quick, “You’re welcome,” before he left.


  



  * * * 


  



  Kai stood in his chambers and removed his clothing as he thought about the woman one floor below. Naeve… Liking it, he tried it out loud again.


  “Naeve.”


  Then he stripped out of his leather jerkin and undercoat and made his way to the washbasin, where he pulled the tie from his hair and pushed the strands behind his ears. Reaching for the draws on his pants, he loosened them and thought of the blond-haired, blue-eyed woman he’d brought back with him, questioning his reasoning once more.


  After their run-in with Seraphine, he had become more than aware that something had changed with Naeve. When they’d first met, she’d possessed a timidity about her, even as she’d bravely faced him. But now? Now, she was giving in to irrational fits of anger. Ones that caused her to lash out without thought of consequence. Something she had not done so spiritedly until after Seraphine had implanted the key within her. 


  What had the Empress said? “This won’t kill them. But it will make their hearts and souls as black as mine.”


  He pushed his leathers down and stepped out of his pants. Kicking them across the floor, he cursed at the cool stone under his feet as he thought about the reasons why he’d brought Naeve back to Claremont. 


  The first he’d convinced himself was a purely noble one; no one but he had been there to witness Seraphine when she’d put the key in place, and he wanted to watch over Naeve, make sure she was okay…and there was nothing wrong with that.


  If that were the only reason. But it wasn’t, and he knew it. 


  The other reason he begrudgingly admitted was… He looked down at his stiff cock and placed a hand over it—yeah, it was that.


  While there was nothing wrong with a healthy reaction to a woman, there was something wrong with wanting a woman who despised you. Plus, how did he know that the only reason he was reacting at all was because he knew he could touch her?


  Seraphine’s curse had hit when he had been a mere boy transitioning to manhood. He’d barely had a chance to put his cock inside anyone, and then he’d been made aware that doing so would kill him as quickly as the toxins of the most deadly poisons. That was enough to make any boy or man lose the desire to lie with a woman ever again.


  But not this one. 


  As he looked down at his hard length and gripped the root of it, he was more than aware that he’d never wanted something quite so much as the chance to slide inside Naeve.


  Removing his hand, he reached for the jug and thanked the Gods that the water surrounding L’Mere and Claremont was still untainted enough to bathe in. It wouldn’t be long, though, until there was nowhere but the Gorge to trek to for their supplies.


  It too had remained untouched from Seraphine’s curse, and he also believed it held the key to curing their land. Once the water supply was healed, the life that required it as nourishment would once again rejuvenate. He just didn’t know how.


  The Palace of Ascension and the Tower that sat atop the Twelve Lakes had been locked since the day of the Ascension all those years ago. He remembered standing in the crowd that day with Ry’Ker, watching as the Hierophant crowned the Empress and named the Emperor, whom it turned out had been Lach’Lan—his late father’s second-in-command.


  Then…everything had changed.


  Closing his eyes, Kai cupped his hands together, dipped them into the basin of water, and lowered his head down to splash his face. Gods that’s cold. But it was what he needed to snap him out of his reminiscing. He didn’t need to be standing around, remembering the way his mother had looked that day, dressed in her best for the Ascension Ceremony—but now, he couldn’t seem to stop.


  Pink, he remembered. She had been wearing the softest gown of pink, and her dark hair had been braided and threaded with tiny little flowers to match. 


  She’d made him and Ry’Ker go out looking for the flowers that morning before the ceremony took place. Although they’d both grumbled and told her that that was not what little boys did, she’d reminded them that it was what little boys who wanted to grow into dashing young men did. That way, they would know how to woo a lady—when the time came, of course.


  Pushing aside the memory, he picked up the basin and brought it over to the copper tub to stand in so he could wash and rinse his hair. It had been days since he’d felt clean, and he had to admit that Naeve was right—he did smell like a horse.


  Once he was fully bathed, he stepped out, and toweled off. Dressed as well as he was going to be, he pushed his damp hair behind his ears, walked to the door, and made his way downstairs to eat a meal with his new houseguest.


  



  * * * 


  



  Seraphine staggered to her feet and pressed a palm to her forehead. 


  It had been nearly two days since she’d summoned the women to Arcania and implanted the first two keys. She hadn’t realized it would take days to regenerate after such a feat—but clearly, the spells had taken their tolls.


  She blinked into the darkness of the room, her vision blurry as she reached out with her mind, searching for a specific link. It was one that was usually much easier for her to find, but today, it seemed to be eluding her.


  There you are, she thought, and the minute she had a hold on Li’Am’s mind, she knew it. 


  He was such a fighter—always had been.


  My, my, brother. You have been busy. Did you really think I wouldn’t work out a way around your new little barrier?


  Without missing a beat, his steady voice echoed back through her subconscious and found her. But it took days, didn’t it? And you still can’t penetrate it—not fully, can you?


  Seraphine tried to reach out to touch his mind, and when it couldn’t be done, she heard a smug sound through the link. It was the first time she’d been unable to physically touch him. Hating to ever fail, Seraphine scowled and clenched her fists, feeling the biting sting of pain in her palms.


  You have been busy. I’ll give you that. How long did it take, Li’Am? Days, months, years to hone that particular skill?


  Years…


  She heard a cunning tone creep into his voice and decided right then that he would pay for his betrayal. Years? Years spent poking and prodding your son for your own gain. Not very fatherly of you, is it, Li’Am?


  I didn’t use him, he growled at her. And you won’t either. Not ever.


  No? So you what? Used others like us, did you? Look at you being so resourceful. Meanwhile, you locked him away for his own protection? Oh, yes. Si’Bastian has a lot to say when he thinks about you. Did you know that, brother? He’s a very interesting sensualeer, she mused. I know—I checked. 


  Leave him alone.


  She searched the space Li’Am was in but found no signatures of her kind surrounding him. Bravo, Li’Am. I’m not sure how you’re doing it, but I will find him, and I’ll find the others. 


  Will you? I don’t think so. Don’t act as if you care, Seraphine. The only reason you are concerned is that I have the upper hand.


  Is that what you think?


  No, it’s what I know. You can’t touch me or anyone else in here, and that I know is killing you.


  Seraphine ground her teeth together. He was right. Her deficiency in that moment was repulsive to her very being. 


  You see, sister, while you’ve been consumed in your search for revenge, I’ve been consumed with your destruction.


  I will get to you, Li’Am, she promised, her tone threatening. And when I do, I will take from you the only thing left that you value but will never admit to.


  Her brother remained stubbornly silent.


  Then she whispered into his mind, Si’Bastian…


   


  * * *


  



  Bastian looked towards the closed window of the tower he was sitting in and wondered, not for the first time, how it would feel to be free of this place.


  His arms and legs felt as if they were made of lead, and he had an ache in his head that wouldn’t dissipate—probably due to whatever it was lining the cuffs his father had shackled him with.


  He raised his legs, pulled his thighs to his chest, and rested his forehead on his knees. He’d never felt so defeated in all of his existence. He tried to ignore the other part of him that ached, but as he sat there in the silence of his makeshift prison, he couldn’t ignore the hurt in his heart.


  The loud rapping of knuckles knocking on the door was the only warning he got before it was pushed open and Ry’Ker walked inside. Again, he was carrying with him a tray of food, and Bastian resented his attempt at kindness.


  “Have you eaten?” the guard asked as he made his way inside, closing the door behind him.


  Bastian tracked him across the room to the table that held the food he’d brought last night. “No. But the rats did. They said to thank you.”


  The clang of the metal on the wooden table irritated his already sore head, and he winced from the noise.


  “What’s wrong?”


  The question was asked gruffly from the man watching him, and when Bastian stayed silent, Ry’Ker walked towards him and crouched down.


  “I asked you a question.”


  Bastian narrowed his eyes and focused all of his rage on the man. 


  “And I choose not to answer, Guard.”


  A flicker of anger entered Ry’Ker’s eyes, and Bastian was happy to note that he’d gotten to him.


  “You better start while we’re in here. Or you’ll soon be very hungry. Have you forgotten that you are at a distinct disadvantage?”


  Bastian cocked his head to the side and regarded the confident man. “Am I? I think not.”


  “How do you figure that?”


  Bastian dropped his hands down by his side and felt a cruel line curl his lip as Ry’Ker moved away. “Because, even restrained to a wall, stripped of my abilities, you still flinch whenever I move. I have the advantage because you are scared of me.” He knew the taunt would get under the skin of the fiercely controlled guard, and he wasn’t disappointed.


  Ry’Ker’s jaw ticked as he snarled back at him, “I am not scared of you. I watch my back around your kind because you can’t be trusted.”


  Bastian loathed the way he was lumped into the same category as Seraphine by everyone, but there was no way he would let Ry’Ker know that. Instead, he slid his legs under him, and even though they ached, he pushed up to his knees and got in the guard’s face.


  “So, are you trying to say that all men are the same? That they all act one way?”


  Refusing to back down, Ry’Ker tightened his mouth as he spat out, “Of course not.”


  “Of course,” Bastian agreed, his voice low as he landed the blow he knew would really cut. “Or else you would have helped Kai when he had to kill your—”


  Before the final word left his mouth, Ry’Ker shoved him so hard that his back hit the wall and the chains on his arms jangled across the stone. The guard glared down at him, and Bastian felt that this was better for them.


  Concern and compassion were emotions he didn’t understand.


  Anger and disgust? Much more familiar.


  “Don’t you ever speak of that to me,” Ry’Ker thundered in a murderous tone. “You know nothing.”


  Bringing his knees up to where he’d had them earlier, Bastian rested his wrists on them. “I know more than you think. I’m close to your brother. You condemn him for turning his back on family, yet you follow one who would do this to his own.” He emphasized his point by raising an arm and shaking the chain.


  Ry’Ker’s eyes fell to his hands and then came back up to zoom in on his face. 


  That was when Bastian asked, “What kind of man does that make you? A better one than Kai? Than I? I think not. So don’t try and fool me by acting as if you care one way or another about my well-being.”


  Ry’Ker’s nostrils flared with every breath he took, and Bastian noticed his chest rise and fall as he tried to visibly calm himself. He then walked over to the tray on the table and stared down at it before twisting his head to look at him. 


  “Fine. Starve yourself. What do I care?”


  “I don’t know, Guard. Why do you care?”


  But no answer came because Ry’Ker was already out the door.
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  After washing her face, underarms, and a few important places down below, Naeve looked down at her grass-stained dress and mud-caked boots and tried to imagine ever wearing clean clothes again.


  The water had been close to freezing when she’d splashed it on her grimy cheeks, but she had to admit that the herb she’d been given to crush and rub on her skin smelled amazing. Like lavender and something else that she couldn’t quite pinpoint. Her hair felt like a bird’s nest, and as she put a palm to it, she wondered…


  Grabbing her jacket, she reached into one of the pockets and pulled out the contents.


  One hair tie—yes. 


  A piece of bubble gum—thank god. The quick burst of flavorful pleasure that would give she might’ve just killed for.


  And oh shit. She grabbed her cell phone and touched the screen, hoping in vain that it wasn’t—yeah. Dead. 


  The blank screen seemed to be mocking her. Why didn’t we think of this earlier? Because they’d been scared. Disoriented. Stupid.


  As the final word echoed through her mind, she threw the useless device on the mammoth bed in the center of the room. Raising her hands to her face, she covered it and fought back the urge to scream. 


  How could we be so stupid? 


  She wished she could disappear as effectively as the room did when she shut her eyes—but she couldn’t. She was stuck there. In a strange place with nothing but a piece of gum, dirty clothes, and a man who was hell-bent on keeping her.


  When a loud knock sounded on the door, Naeve startled and whipped her head towards it. She quickly grabbed the hair tie and pulled her messy strands up into a bun she knew must have looked terrible. As she finally got it secured, a second knock came. Then the door opened and Marcus was standing on the other side.


  He was dressed the same way he had been when they’d first met—in all black. But this time, there was no hood or mask. The shirt was less like a uniform and more like a… What? Casual outfit? It was loose, hanging down over the black pants.


   “You ready for some food, rabbit?”


  Resisting the urge to tell him her name, Naeve stuffed the gum into the pocket of her dress and gave a quick nod. She was hungry. It felt like it had been weeks, not days, since she’d last eaten, and as if her stomach had heard her thoughts, it growled in response.


  Marcus stood aside in a gesture that indicated she should move. So she made her way towards him and asked, “What kind of food do you eat here? I’m starving.”


  He slowly took her measure as he answered, “Tonight, it’s Hawkog.”


  Naeve stopped walking and looked up at him. “It’s what?”


  Marcus moved out of the doorway and repeated, “Hawkog.”


  Wondering if he was messing with her, Naeve said nothing as she moved past him into the corridor. What the hell is Hawkog?


  As he walked down the hall, she quickly followed behind, not wanting to get lost. She noticed the torches attached to the walls lighting the way and was reminded of how different this place was.


  What she wouldn’t do for some electricity, a hot shower, and a mirror to see what she looked like right now. Not because of vanity, but for the sake of her sanity. To remind herself that she was still the same woman she’d been days ago.


  When Marcus came to a halt at an archway, Naeve did the same and peered around the corner to see a massive, wooden table in the center of an empty room.


  “Kai said to wait for him in here. He’ll be down presently.”


  Crossing her arms over her chest, she walked into the room and then turned when she heard Marcus leave.


  Huh. Guess they trust me to stay put.


  When the only sound that remained was the flickering flames in the huge fireplace, Naeve walked farther inside and let her eyes finally take in her surroundings.


  The table looked like it had been carved from the trunk of a large tree, and it appeared as though it could seat well over twenty-plus men. She raised her head to look at the chandelier lighting the space and found her mouth parting on a soft gasp at the intricate piece that housed a dozen or so candles. They were all lit and slowly dripping wax down their sticks to the holders below.


  The soft glow it provided was cozy, and when added with the fireplace, there was enough light that it seemed like an electrical light was hanging overhead.


  Making her way past a sizable chair at the head of the table, she reached out to trail her fingers over the elaborate carving in the back of the wood. It looked like a coat of arms. The same one she’d glimpsed on Li’Am’s coat back at L’Mere. It was an elaborate piece with four distinct sections including a moon, a set of scales, animals—birds and fish—and the word Arcania etched across the center. It was stunning.


  She noted that the walls were bare as she stepped around the chair, and then her eyes moved to the place settings on the table. A glass, a plate, and a set of crude-looking utensils sat in front of the large chair, and to the right was a second identical setting but a much less elaborate seat.


  The King and his peons, no doubt. But hang on—Kai said that he wasn’t a King.


  “Have you been waiting long?”


  Naeve jumped and spun towards the door as if she’d been caught stealing, and the sight that greeted her had her reaching for the back of one of the chairs to remain upright. The man striding into the room was a virtual stranger compared to the one she’d expected to see.


  Kai looked… Wow. He looked different.


  She was trying to think of an appropriate response, but as he got closer, all the words she’d once associated with her fear of him and wanting to escape fled her mind. 


  It was ironic, because now, all she could think about was how she wanted to get closer. He was unbelievably attractive. 


  Clearly, he’d found some clean clothes, because the man who was coming to a standstill in front of her was dressed in black pants and a loose white shirt that hung open with two ties lying against his wide chest.


  His dark, shoulder-length hair looked a hundred times cleaner than hers felt, and it was pulled half back and secured somehow at the back of his head, while the stubble lining his jaw was a dark shadow she suddenly ached to touch.


  “Naeve?”


  Add in that voice and she was feeling things she’d never felt before. Things I shouldn’t be feeling. And when he said her name again, she finally managed to answer.


  “No.” 


  His eyebrow rose as he waited, so she tried again. 


  “I only got here a few minutes ago.”


  “Good,” he answered curtly before he turned away and walked to the fireplace, where he picked up an iron poker and stoked the fire.


  She watched him go, letting her eyes take in his broad shoulders and, yes, the place he’d secured his hair with what looked like a leather tie. She then ran her gaze over his frame, noticed the way his pants were closely fitted to his strong legs, and felt her entire body heat in response. 


  This man wasn’t like anyone she’d met before. He was crude, rough, and at times frightening. But here and now, dressed as he was, he was the most magnificent man she’d ever seen. 


  As that thought entered her mind, he looked back over his shoulder, and she knew she was in deep trouble. 


  He hasn’t even done anything, and I want to strip my clothes off and beg for it.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve’s expression had him straightening to his full height to face her. Her eyes were wide and her cheeks rosy under the glow from the candles. And her mouth—that soft, sweet mouth—was slightly parted. She looked as she had after the kiss they’d shared back at L’Mere. 


  Aroused.


  He took in her raggedy dress and slowly walked her way. “Naeve?” He noticed that, every time he said her name, she seemed to sway towards him almost subconsciously. Drawn to him again as she had been back at the castle.


  What is going on here?


  He stopped and ran his finger over the material covering her shoulder. “We need to find you some new clothes,” he told her. When she silently continued to look up at him, he found his mouth curving into a small smile. “Or maybe none at all.”


  He figured that would get a reaction. Maybe pull her from whatever trance she seemed to be in. But instead, she licked her lips and raised a hand as if to timidly touch him.


  There was no reason for him to halt her this time, and he had no intention of doing so.


  She laid her palm over his chest and then whispered out words that almost brought him to his knees. “I don’t know why, but I feel like I need to touch you.”


  She blinked her bright blue eyes at him, and he too found the compulsion to touch her overwhelming.


  “Then touch me,” he invited.


  She shifted her hand across his chest to where his shirt hung open, and when the tips of her fingers touched his bare flesh, he felt as if a fire was flooding his veins. She must have felt it also, because she pulled her hand from him as if she had been burned.


  “Why?” she asked softly as she stumbled away a step.


  He reached out to take her arm, but she jerked it away. 


  “Why?” she demanded. “Why do I feel like this around you? I don’t even like you.”


  She looked away from him, and that’s when he saw it. The dark marking on her temple had spread. It had branched off and was now making a path down her neck.


  He was about to say something when she spun back, and he noticed that her eyes had taken on a wild look. The soft arousal from seconds ago had been replaced with anger.


  “You held a knife on me and kidnapped me. The last thing I want is for you to touch me.”


  The disgust she poured into the word ‘touch’ sparked something inside him that was a far cry from the desire he’d been feeling. 


  He grabbed her by the arms and shook her slightly as he reminded her, “It was you who touched me, rabbit. Don’t forget that while you’re busy trying to vilify me. I was barely in the room before you were stripping me of my clothes with your eyes.”


  “I was not,” she fired back.


  His eyes dropped down to the low neckline of her dress. He said nothing, just let his gaze take a leisurely perusal of her until she was squirming in his grasp.


  “Stop it,” she gritted out, trying to free herself.


  “Stop what? According to you, I’m not doing anything.” He slid his palms down her arms and gripped her wrists, pulling them behind her back, where he clasped them in one of his hands. 


  In this position, her breasts thrust out towards him, begging him to touch, but instead, he waited until she faced off with him. When she stubbornly jutted her chin forward, he began talking.


  “This is what I was talking about back at L’Mere. You want to touch me and don’t know why. And by all the Gods, I want to touch you too.”


  She started struggling again, but it was ineffectual, because compared to him, she was miniscule.


  “But I won’t,” he promised, running a hand down her side. “I will, however, demand to know what secrets you have hidden from me.” 


  He let her feel the pressure of his palm through her dress, and when he plunged his hand into the pocket, her eyes widened. His fingers felt around and touched a small, square object before pulling it free. 


  Bringing it up between them, he saw some writing on the white paper and then read, “Hubba Bubba?”


  * * *


  



  Naeve wasn’t sure what was more alarming—the fact that she was standing so close to Kai with his hand wrapped around her wrists, that they were standing in his—for all intents and purposes—castle with a piece of watermelon bubble gum, or the fact that she was ready to fight him to the death to keep it.


  “Give that back.”


  He cocked his head to the side and frowned so hard that it was as though she were staring at a nuclear missile. If she’d been thinking in her right mind, Naeve was sure she would’ve found the situation absolutely ridiculous. But apparently, she wasn’t thinking with any kind of mind.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “Nothing.”


  The hand around her wrists tightened as he hauled her forward so her breasts crushed into his chest. Raising the white square between them, he asked again, “What is it?”


  Feeling like a child being chastised, she rolled her eyes and mumbled, “Bubble gum.”


  “Bubble gum?”


  She was pouting as she replied, “Yes.”


  He brought it up to his nose and sniffed. “What’s it for?”


  As she stood there, she wondered if she was losing her mind. In the space of seconds, she’d gone from aroused to angry, and now, she found the entire situation hilarious.


  “Why, it’s for big bubbles and no troubles, of course.” She gave him a flirty wink before she’d thought better of it, and when he continued to just stare, she let out a long-suffering sigh. “If you’ll allow me the use of my hands, I’ll show you.”


  He regarded her as if trying to decide if she could be trusted or not.


  “I’m going to eat it, not launch an attack.”


  “How do I know it’s not poison? That it isn’t some kind of swift death.”


  It was Naeve’s turn to frown now. “Why would I kill myself? All I’ve wanted since being brought to this damn place was to go home with my sisters. That hasn’t changed, genius.”


  He reluctantly released her wrists, and when she brought them around and reached for the piece of gum, he warned, “Don’t try anything. You won’t like the consequences.”


  Upon taking the square, she unwrapped it and decided she would savor the fruit-flavored goodness. Once she’d brought it to her lips, she bit the piece in half and then rewrapped it, placing the other half in her pocket for later as she started to chew.


  The fruity deliciousness burst over her taste buds and she groaned from the sheer pleasure as she kept her eyes on his. He was watching her as if she were about to morph into a wolf or something—which might not have been so unusual here. She wasn’t sure. 


  Then, when it was fully chewed, she pushed her tongue against the gum, and pursed her lips, blowing a huge bubble that inflated between them. His eyes widened slightly, and when the bubble reached its full potential, she opened her lips and chewed it back inside.


  Naeve repeated it again as he stood there in silence, and this time when she drew it back inside her mouth, he asked, “What’s the purpose?”


  “The purpose?”


  He nodded as she blew a small, quick bubble and popped it, drawing it back between her lips. 


  “The purpose is fun, I guess.”


  “Fun?”


  “Yes,” she answered and then smacked the gum in her mouth, causing a cracking sound. “Do you even know what fun is?”


  All of a sudden, he snagged an arm around her waist and brought her in close before demanding, “Make another one?”


  She pushed her tongue against the sweet substance and then started to blow. His gray eyes concentrated as they moved to the bubble forming between them, and then he lowered his head, bared his teeth, and bit down into it. 


  As the confection popped, he crushed their mouths together, and Naeve felt the gum between their lips. She opened hers and felt his teeth nip at her bottom one before he sucked the gum into his mouth and gave her another quick, hard kiss. 


  Releasing her and chewing, he scrunched his face up at the taste right before a wide smile split his usually serious mouth.


  “I can have fun. Hmm, this tastes good.”


  Still in shock from the rare and blinding smile he was aiming her way, Naeve responded without even thinking. “Of course it tastes good. It’s watermelon.”


  “What’s a watermelon?”


  “No,” she said, shaking her head. “The flavor. Oh, forget it.”


  He pulled out a chair for her, and she took a seat. He then walked around to the large one at the head of the table and sat. 


  He looked absurd.


  There he was, sitting in a chair fit for a king, leaning back with an elbow propped on the arm, as he chewed the watermelon-flavored Hubba Bubba.


  “Now,” he said, leaning forward and looking as stern as the first day they’d met. “Teach me how to blow a bubble.”
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  Naeve stared at the man opposite her in disbelief. Is he serious? 


  There were much more important things to talk about then blowing bubbles, and before she knew she was going to, she asked, “Where are all the women?”


  The expression of anticipation that had been on his face vanished instantly, and she almost regretted her impulsive question. 


  “They’re dead. Or gone,” he answered with cool indifference.


  The clipped tone and the flat gray eyes she was now looking at told her there was a lot more to it than that, and she was determined to get some answers from him. 


  It was all too strange. Ever since arriving they’d only seen one woman, and that was—


  “The Empress Seraphine cast a curse over them, years ago now,” he paused and raised a hand to rub his fingers over his chin. “She actually cursed the lot of us that day. The women, the men, and eventually all that required the water from the lakes. I’m not sure she realized the extent in which her hatred would spread. She wanted the people to suffer. But I’m not sure she wanted the land to.”


  Naeve didn’t take her eyes off him as she waited silently for him to continue.


  Castles, curses, and Empress’s, she’d never imagined places like this existed in reality. But did they? Was any of this really…real?


  “You say you aren’t from here…” he started. 


  When he stopped, Naeve realized he wanted her to speak—but she wasn’t quite sure that she could.


  “That’s…that’s right.”


  He regarded her carefully before continuing, “I believe you. You don’t talk, dress or act like any of the women from around here. You’re also immune to what ails them. But that leaves the question that I keep coming back to.”


  She sat frozen in place as he leaned across and rested his arms on the table.


  “Who are you, really? Beyond what I’ve been told. And what does Seraphine have planned for you?”


  She swallowed, trying to get some air past the lump stuck in her throat.


  “I told you. I don’t know. I’m just a normal woman from America.”


  His eyes examined her, and then he asked something she’d never expected him to.


  “Where is that? Clearly it’s not anywhere here, from my world.”


  Up until now she realized she’d been deluding herself. Hoping against all hope that she was in some sort of dream, or nightmare, for that matter. But as they sat there and she heard the crackle of the fireplace behind her, Naeve knew deep in her heart that this was very real. She wasn’t anywhere near home and this world as he’d put it, was definitely not her world.


  Trying the word out in her head, she wondered if anything had been stranger for her to say then when she opened her mouth and said, “Earth.” 


  Nope, that’s the strangest thing I’ve ever said.


  “Earth?” he repeated, and sat back contemplating the word—one, which he’d obviously never heard before.


  Naeve nodded quickly as a man wandered into the room holding a huge tray that he placed on the table and slid between the two of them. She stared at the food in front of her and realized she’d gotten so sidetracked with him that she’d totally forgotten to ask what a Hawkog was. 


  As she studied the meal she was expected to eat, she noticed the serving tray was elaborately decorated with feathers. When she rose a little and looked into the center of the pretty colors she thought she could see…oh god, are they hooves? 


  She tried to hold back the look of distaste on her face but when Kai asked, “Are you okay?” 


  She knew she’d failed.


  



  * * *


  



  As their food was placed on the table, Kai pondered over the word Naeve had said, America…Earth.


  He’d known before taking on the mission that the women weren’t from around their land. But he hadn’t expected them to be from a different world, a different realm—it made sense though.


  It explained her clothes, her speech, and this…bubble gum.


  It also explained the way she was looking at the food in the center of the table as if it was something distasteful, instead of one of their delicacies.


  “You must be hungry,” he stated when it was clear she wasn’t going to answer on her well-being. He reached for the fork and carving knife, and then stood so he could cut some meat for her. As his chair scraped along the floor she seemed to be brought out of her shock and looked at him.


  “What is that?”


  He stabbed the two-pronged fork into the hind leg of the beast, and then began carving. He knew this was the best cut, the leg, and as she watched with a look of abject horror on her face he answered, “It’s a Hawkog. One of Arcania’s most prized meals. Fit for an Empress.”


  He was proud of the fact that his men were skilled enough to capture such prey. It meant they were cunning, quick and deadly. All the things he required of those who wished to reside with him.


  “Maybe you should keep it for her then,” Naeve suggested as he moved to place a hindquarter on her plate. It was so plump and succulent that the edges fell off the sides and onto the table.


  “There,” he announced, and when she didn’t move he picked up the blade closest to her and offered it, handle first.


  Without taking her eyes off her plate, she took the knife from him and then poked the blade against the crisp outer skin.


  “Go on. You must be hungry.”


  She finally raised her eyes to his and screwed up her pert little nose.


  “I am, but…”


  “But what?”


  She bit her lip and looked back at the food in front of her.


  “At least try it. If you don’t like it we can work out something else. But you’ve been trekking around the woods for days, and before that you were brought here from wherever—”


  “—I told you where.”


  “Yes, Wilmington. I’m not sure what you eat there but this might surprise you. And it will fill you up.”


  She looked doubtful as a blonde brow rose and she lifted her fork. She timidly stabbed the fleshy part of the flank, and sliced off a piece. As she was about to shovel it into her mouth he halted her.


  “Wait.”


  Her hand stopped exactly where it was, and her entire body became rigid as if he’d announced it was poison. He came around the edge of the table and pointed to a crispy part of the skin that had fallen off. 


  “That’s the best part. You have to eat it with that for the full flavor.”


  She gave him a skeptical look and Kai found that he was enjoying himself. He liked getting her to try new things because he couldn’t wait to see what kind of reaction she would give.


  So again she loaded her fork, crispy piece included, and then as if she was putting all her courage into it squeezed her eyes shut and forced it inside her mouth. She dropped the fork down onto the table and chewed as he stood there waiting for her final verdict.


  He watched her throat as she swallowed and when she opened her eyes he swore they sparkled, as a smile widened her mouth and she exclaimed, “It tastes like bacon!”


  



  * * *


  



  Ry’Ker stood outside the double doors of the Great Hall and thought about what he wanted to say. He’d thought of nothing else the entire way back from the East chambers and wondered how Li’Am would react.


  Hopefully, he could get him to see his side of things. Convince him that the only way he was ever going to get any information out of Si’Bastian, would be if he trusted him. 


  And the only way that will happen is if I can get him released somehow.


  He raised a hand and knocked, waiting for permission to enter.


  When Li’Am’s voice boomed through the thick wooden doors, Ry’Ker made note that he sounded irritated. He pushed them open and strode inside, determined to ask what he needed and then get the hell out of his Commander’s way. 


   “Ry’Ker,” Li’Am acknowledge, without even bothering to turn from the window he was looking out of.


  “My Liege,” he replied automatically, and made his way up the stairs and across the dais to come to a standstill behind his leader.


  “How are things coming along with, Si’Bastian?”


  Gods, straight to the punch.


  “That’s actually why I’m here.”


  With his hands clasped behind his back Li’Am finally faced him, but said nothing. Ry’Ker swore he could hear the question in his eyes as he watched him, but still he remained silent.


  “Si’Bastian is quite recalcitrant thus far.”


  “I figured as much,” Li’Am admitted. “He’s always had a stubborn streak.”


  “Can you blame him?”


  The second the words left his mouth, Ry’Ker wondered where the hell they’d come from. He lowered his eyes immediately and cursed his impudence. 


  What am I thinking talking to Li’Am in such a manner? Damn, the sensualeer for getting to me. For making me question a man I respect above all others.


  He heard Li’Am’s boots as he walked over to him, and he wondered if he would be punished for showing such disrespect.


  “Raise your eyes, Ry’Ker.”


  Lifting his head, he let his eyes find the dark ones of his leader. Li’Am was looking at him in a way he didn’t quite understand, but it almost felt like respect.


  “What did you need, Guard?”


  The way he addressed him made him think of the way Si’Bastian had sneered the same word at him earlier, and he almost told Li’Am, nothing. 


  Why should he go out of his way to help that ungrateful—


  “Ry’Ker?”


  Deciding he would never be free of his duty until he brought Li’Am back the information he wanted, he asked what he’d come to ask.


  “Is there anyway that we can release Si’Bastian?”


  Li’Am’s eyes zeroed in on him as if he were trying to see inside his mind, and then he asked the one question that he’d been asking himself the entire way across the castle’s grounds.


  “Why?”


  It was a good question. One he was still working on an answer for.


  “I don’t think that Si’Bastian is likely to trust me, unless I appear sympathetic to his…” he trailed off, trying to think of the way he wanted to phrase his thoughts. But before he did, Li’Am stated, “His sensualeer side?”


  Ry’Ker remembered the way Si’Bastian had dared to speak of Kai and his mother, and wondered why the hell he was doing this again as anger replaced any misplaced sympathy he had for him. 


  He wanted this over, done, and as far as he was concerned the sooner the better. 


  “Yes. I think he’ll tell me more if I can give him back some of his—”


  “—What? Dignity?” Li’Am interrupted.


  Is that what I’m asking? 


  “The only problem with that Ry’Ker, is once a sensualeer gains power, they crave more. That’s why as youngins they are constantly growing, morphing at a rapid pace with their urges. I watched how quickly both my sister and Si’Bastian changed. Their emotions are governed by feelings not thought, and are much different to our own. And when they’re provoked, anything can happen.”


  Ry’Ker tried to understand what he was being told, but he also knew there was no way he’d get through to Si’Bastian as he was, chained to a wall and unresponsive. But maybe, maybe if he could get—


  “One cuff,” he suggested. “He’d still be restrained, yes? Still contained?”


  Li’Am took a deep breath and stepped closer, lowering his voice. “They don’t get to choose what stays and what fades away when…incapacitated. So if I say yes, there is no telling which part of him would reassert itself. Are you willing to take that chance?” 


  For his entire life Ry’Ker had been brought up to have courage, to stand tall and know how to defend yourself, but he knew that Li’Am was warning him here. 


  There was no defense against Si’Bastian except for the one that was currently in place, which he was asking to have disabled.


  So the question remained. Was he willing to take the chance? 


  “My orders were to get answers from him. To learn what he is thinking. If you want that, then you need to tell me everything you know of him. I refuse to go into this blind.”


  Li’Am shifted away from him and gave a nod.


  “Very well. I’ll tell you what I know. The first thing you need to realize is that he’s dangerous, Ry’Ker. He may appear harmless, that’s part of the façade. It draws you in. But he’s anything but. I know you think I’m being cruel doing what I’m doing but I have my reasons. I’ve been around many of his kind and it’s clear to me, it always has been, that Si’Bastian is very different.”


  The seriousness in his Commander’s tone had him pausing before he asked, “How? How is he different?”


  Li’Am walked back to the window and stated in a voice devoid of any emotion. 


  “He’s marked, this we know. But he’s also a descendant of the Guardians.”


  Ry’Ker already knew that. He also knew that Seraphine was a descendant, so why would that make Si’Bastian any more of a threat?


  “He has a second marking, which he believes all of his kind share. But they do not. Si’Bastian he possesses something that he doesn’t even know of yet. Something that I—we, haven’t seen borne for centuries.”


  Curious now, despite his own better judgment Ry’Ker asked, “What? What does he have?”


  Li’Am looked back at him and replied gravelly, “Omnipotence.”


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve had eaten two full plates and was fully stuffed. She placed her utensils down and slumped back in her chair with her hand over her stomach. She’d been so busy eating that all conversation had ceased once the salty flavor of the Hawkog had hit her tongue.


  Kai had also taken a seat and eaten his fair share of the, bird? 


  As she guzzled water and chewed the meat all the way to the bone, she kept looking at him out of the corner of her eye. He was an impressive man, even when he wasn’t trying to be. Just sitting at the head of the heavy table with half a bird in front of him, he looked capable of ruling the world.


  “Umm…”


  He placed the bone in his hand down on the plate and licked his thumb, as he looked her way.


  “Yes, little rabbit?”


  The name that had originally irritated her made her smile this time. She could only attribute her uplifted spirits to the fact that she was satisfied. Everything always seemed more hopeful and possible when you had a full stomach.


  “You…ahh, mentioned clothes.”


  “So I did.”


  “Do you think I’d be able to borrow something while I wash this?”


  She gestured to her grubby dress, and when she glanced down she noticed a dark line making it’s way down the left side of her chest. She reached up and automatically tried to wipe it away. When the marking stayed, she pulled the neckline aside and watched as it seemed to spread and extend down her vein.


  Lifting her head, she seeked out Kai, and found that he was also focused on the mark she’d revealed.


  “What is this?” she demanded, and pushed away from the table, standing. 


  He stood also and went to walk to her but her barrier was back up, firmly in place, and she held her hand up warding him off.


  “Did you poison me?” she accused, stumbling slightly.


  “No, of course not. I ate what you did,” he explained rationally, but she was beyond rationality and needed to know what was happening. 


  “I was going to tell you. After you ate,” he stated in a voice she knew he was hoping would calm her—it didn’t work.


  “Tell me what?” she practically screamed, and felt her entire body shake from rage or fear?


  “Back in the forest, you said you remembered seeing the Empress…”


  Naeve looked back down to her chest to see the line still spreading. 


  Am I going to die?


  “She put something inside of you.”


  As Kai’s words penetrated her brain, she had a sudden flash of recognition. It was like a lightning bolt as she felt an instant pain in her chest. Raising her hand she flattened her palm over her heart and felt her skin heat.


  “Yes,” he continued gently, as if trying to soothe a caged animal. “She said she placed it in your heart.”


  Reluctantly, she raised her eyes, and when they locked with his she asked, “What? I don’t understand. What did she put in there? How?”


  She saw Kai’s hand flex on the back of the chair she’d abandoned, but otherwise he didn’t move. Instead, he told her matter-of-factly, “A key. She placed a key inside of you, and said it will darken your heart and soul as surely as her own.” 


  Trying to wrap her head around what he was saying, she looked down to the ink colored vein and traced it with a finger.


  “How do we get it out?” she whispered.


  This time, Kai stepped to her and reached for the hand she had against her chest. 


  He took it in his own and vowed, “I don’t know. But we’ll find a way to remove it. That’s one of the reasons I brought you here. To help you.”


  Naeve let her hand remain captive, finding that his touch was comforting, and then she asked, “What was the other reason?”


  As he licked his lip, she saw his eyes cloud over as he replied quietly, “I couldn’t seem to leave you behind.”


  Right there in that moment full of chaos and confusion, she followed her mother’s advice and listened to her blackening heart as she rose up on her toes, and pressed her lips to his.
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  As soon as their mouths met Kai knew there was no way he’d be letting her go. He cupped her cheeks between his hands and increased the pressure of his lips over hers, wanting to slide deep inside of her any way possible.


  She stumbled slightly against him, and he took advantage by moving them back until his legs hit the seat of his chair. The salty taste of her meal still lingered on her tongue, but every now and then he got a hint of sweetness that remained from the gum.


  Her small fingers dug into his shirt and twisted for a solid grip as she moved up onto her tiptoes and strained to get closer. 


  He knew somewhere in the back of his mind that what she was doing, how she was acting may not be entirely ‘her,’ but in that instant he didn’t much care. He released her face and moved his hands down to clutch at her waist, and thought again; she is so brave. So very brave.


  She pulled her mouth from his and ran her tongue along her lip as he waited, staring down at her wondering what she would do next.


  “You’re right,” she whispered, and Kai could feel her breasts pressing against him every time she exhaled. “I feel drawn to you. Like I can’t help myself. Even when I know there are so many other things I should be doing, all I can think about is…”


  Her words faded as she loosened her grip and slid her hand to his shoulder.


  “Is what?” he urged. 


  For some reason, he had the overwhelming need to hear her say it. He knew that she wanted to touch him. But after years of no contact with the female kind, Kai wanted to hear that she desired him.


  “I can’t stop thinking about getting closer to you.”


  Kai sat down in his seat, and tugged her forward a step as he widened his legs. She moved between them hesitantly, but not unwillingly.


  “Nothing here makes any sense. My life, it’s spinning out of control,” she said as she ran her palms up under his hair. “And when I touch you, I feel like I’m anchored. Like I’m safe.”


  “You are safe,” he replied, his voice gruff as she tangled her fingers in his hair. “While you are here with me, no harm will come to you.”


  Her blue eyes stared down at him, as Kai sat back in his chair tugging her forward. He wasn’t sure if she would resist or put up a token effort to stay in place, but when she bent her leg and placed a knee on the outside of his thigh, Kai knew she was his. 


  From the moment they’d first met there’d been an instant connection between the two of them. When she’d lain under him upon the ground, he’d known that he would have her. And as she settled astride his thighs now, he was only mildly surprised that his little rabbit had turned the tables and it was he who was now under her.


  “You said no woman has touched you in years…”


  Kai placed his palms on the thin material covering her thighs. “That is correct.”


  “Do you think that’s why you want me?”


  Kai slid his hands up her legs, pushing the fabric out of his way.


  “Do I think that’s why I want to touch you?”


  “Yes,” she breathed out on a sigh, her lips parting slightly making him want to capture them once more.


  As his hands snuck under her dress, he reached her bare hips and cupped her naked behind. He sat up with a groan, yanking her in against his lap where his shaft was throbbing.


  “No,” he grit out. “I would want to touch you no matter what.”


  He felt her hands move up through his hair to cradle his head, and then she brought his face in close to her chest. Kai pressed his lips against the material covering her heart, and he swore the skin under it almost singed his lips causing Naeve’s body to buck forward against his own.


  He raised his head and looked up to see her eyes alive with a feverish light. Squeezing her ass, he rocked her forward again and lowered his face to repeat the move. This time her thighs tightened around his and she arched her breasts closer to him. It seemed the place where Seraphine had inserted the key was, sensitive.


  Removing a hand from her ass, he brought it up to the strap of her dress and slowly pulled it from her shoulder. 


  As it fell to the middle of her arm she whispered, “There’s a zipper.”


  Kai frowned and she gave a small smile removing her hands from his hair. She then sat back slightly and reached behind herself causing those beautiful breasts of hers to push out toward him.


  “A zipper,” she repeated the strange word, and then he heard a foreign sound before the material covering her loosened, and the strap on her arm fell further away.


  Sitting where she was, she reached across and gently lowered the dress baring her right breast to him.


  He groaned and reached for her with a shaking hand. “By all the Gods, you’re breathtaking.”


  Her skin was absolute perfection, save for the black marking marring her. 


  Creamy and pale she was like porcelain. When the tips of his fingers found her, he traced the vein that was infected and felt her tremble. Immediately, he stopped. 


  “Does it hurt?”


  Her hand whipped out and took his, bringing his fingers back to her skin. 


  “No,” she moaned as he touched her again. “It feels…incredible.”


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve couldn’t remember ever being as turned on as she was while straddling Kai’s lap.


  She was trying to work out why she reacted so strongly to him, but every time he touched her it was as though the fire that was licking though her veins intensified. 


  He traced the dark line that was stretching down her chest and when a jolt of extreme pleasure hit causing her thighs to tense, she knew that whatever was inside her was somehow playing a part in her reaction. 


  “Wait,” she said and placed her hand over his. 


  He looked up at her, his eyes turbulent as she licked her upper lip. 


  “What is it?”


  At his voice, her pussy started to throb, and the fact that it had nothing to do with him touching her gave her the answer she wanted. It wasn’t a curse or a spell making her desire him, it was just him.


  “Nothing. I just want…”


  “What? What do you want?” he asked, his face drawn tight, more sincere than she’d ever seen him before.


  “I want to forget for a while. Make me forget.”


  She felt his hand come up to the left strap of her dress and slowly draw it down her arm until the material pooled at her waist revealing both breasts.


  Sitting there in the massive dinning room astride a man who was essentially a stranger to her, should have been terrifying. But as his eyes trailed over her exposed flesh, she felt her nipples harden in the cool night air and felt powerful.


  From the beginning Kai had overwhelmed her, frightened her, and controlled her destiny. But right here and now, the look in his eyes told her that she was the one in control. He was under her spell.


  “Touch me,” she invited, and kept her eyes on him as he raised his large hands and cupped her breasts.


  Arching her back ad pushing into his palms, Naeve couldn’t help the soft noise she let free as he studied his hands manipulating her flesh.


  “You’re beautiful,” he murmured, as if he didn’t even realize he was saying it. “So unimaginably beautiful.”


  Naeve rocked her hips on top of him and felt his hard length press between her thighs. As the friction increased, she pressed harder and heard a groan rip from him as he wound one arm around her back holding her in place. She thrust her needy flesh against him and wondered if she would ever find release for the undeniable ache that was pulsating between her thighs.


  His mouth found her neck, and his lips were soft and warm as they pressed against her skin causing a molten sizzle to heat her blood. She gripped his shoulders as her hips picked up pace, grinding harder as he held her prisoner on his lap with his hard cock now a tool for her own pleasure.


  “Yes,” she groaned, and let her head fall back as his teeth nipped her jaw and chin before leaving her. 


  She was about to complain until she felt two hands on her back as he bowed her slightly away from him and then lowered his head to take a nipple into his mouth. She clutched the back of his head and pulled him in close as his lips tightened around the stiff peak and sucked.


  “Oh…oh God, Kai.”


  She felt his tongue flick over the tip of her sensitive flesh, and bit down on her lip hard, trying to hold back the scream she could feel rising to the surface to break free. But when he shifted and the material of his pants rubbed against her soaked thong she couldn’t contain it.


  The scream seemed to bounce off of the stone walls as he moved a hand down between her legs and up between her thighs. As he raised his head and their eyes met his fingertips touched the wet heat waiting for him.


  “Ahh, Naeve,” he groaned out her name, and had her reaching for his arms.


  His fingers stroked up the small piece of material covering her and when he drew them back down he pushed against it, testing the resilience of what she was wearing. 


  As his fingertips strained against the thong, easing it a little ways into her greedy body, she squirmed against him trying her hardest to get closer—to get him inside of her.


  “These undergarments that you wear,” he stated, his breath brushing against the cool flesh of her breast. “It doesn’t cover anything but your sweet little cunt.”


  The crude word delivered in such a reverent way made Naeve even more aroused if possible. 


  “Why do you wear such things?”


  As he was asking his question, he’d drawn his fingers to the edge of her thong and slowly pulled it aside to dip his fingers into her wet core.


  “Umm…”


  He pressed his lips to her collarbone and she swore she felt him smile against her skin as he swiped his thumb up to her clit and pressed against it.


  “Ahh…oh,” she panted, and then felt him move and heard the loud clang of the plates and utensils being pushed to the floor.


  Would that make someone come in? 


  As he perched her ass on the edge of the table and stood looming over her, he shoved her skirt high to her waist where the rest of the material was crumpled. He then placed a palm between her breasts and lowered her to her back.


  Would I even care?


  The answer came soon enough when he pulled the hulking chair to the table, sat down, and placed one of her feet on either side of him as if she were a meal.


  In that moment she wouldn’t have cared if someone had run in and told her that they knew a way back to her world. But she would have cared if this was a dream after all and she woke up before he leaned down and put his lips to her…ahh, yes…thigh. He smoothed his hands up her shins and when he reached her knees pressed them wide apart. 


  Naeve stared at the ceiling and the massive wrought iron chandelier, trying to stop the room from spinning out of control as her arousal seemed to be taking over like a drug. But as cool air hit the hottest part of her body, she felt a shiver race up her spine.


  “Where you are from, do men lay with women for business or pleasure?”


  Naeve blinked several times and then angled herself up slightly to see the heated eyes he had focused on her face.


  “Sometimes both…” she managed, but then added, “Though usually it’s for pleasure. Because they want each other. What about here?”


  Kai lowered his gaze to her open body and pulled aside the useless material of her thong, baring her glistening sex to him.


  “I would say pleasure, but I was a mere boy when I could partake. I never knew the activities as a man.”


  The way he sucked his lip into his mouth made her more than aware that she wanted his lips on her in the most intimate of ways.


  “And now as a man, what will it be for you? Business or pleasure?”


  He bent down until he could press his lips in a second kiss to her thigh and promised, “I am most certain it will be my pleasure.”


  Naeve heard a whimper escape her lips as his warm breath moved over her exposed flesh, and then his tongue flicked out and she felt the tip of it flick over her clit. She reached down and grabbed his long hair, twisting her fingers into the strands as he looked up at her.


  “Again?”


  She nodded and tugged him down. He went with no hesitation, this time dragging his tongue up through her slick wet folds. She heard him groan against her body as he placed his other hand on her inner thigh to hold her apart.


  She wanted more of him as she lay there spread out on his table, and had an insane thought that if he tried to, she would without a doubt let him crawl between her thighs and shove his cock deep inside her.


  But that didn’t seem to be his intention, not right this second. Instead, he seemed content with touching and tasting her, and this time when he raised his head he took one of her hands from his hair and brought it down between her thighs.


  She hesitated, unsure of what he wanted, but she didn’t have to wait long because he soon told her.


  



  * * * 


  



  “Hold this out of my way,” Kai instructed, and was surprised he even got that out. 


  When her dainty fingers came down and pulled the strip of material aside, he sucked in a deep breath. She was bare. Her mound and lips that were shiny and wet, were naked of any hair.


  His shaft was pounding beneath his breeches, but before he opened them and sunk inside of her he wanted to taste her again, and by the way she was gripping his head he knew she wanted that too.


  Lowering down, he nuzzled his nose in against her pelvic bone and took in the scent of her. She smelt of the starlight herb and her own sweet essence, and as a soft moan hit his ears, Kai pressed an open mouth kiss to the top of her slit.


  She arched her hips up and pulled his hair tighter as he sucked her hard little nub between his lips, flicking it with his tongue. Her legs were trembling by his ears, and when one of her feet slipped and lost purchase, he wrapped his arms under her knees and held them in the crooks of his elbows.


  The cry that left her was both satisfying and arousing as he pulled her down the table until he was sitting with his face in her lap devouring every swollen inch of her soaked cunt, and the more he tongued her, the wetter she became.


  She was writhing around under him and he didn’t know half of the words falling from her mouth. But when her thighs tensed hard and she thrust up to his mouth and screamed, he knew sure as the Gods that this woman Naeve, now belonged to him, and he would lay down his very life to protect the body that had just explode across his tongue.


  As he raised his head from between her thighs, he licked the taste of her from his tongue and crawled up over her where she lay out on his table. Placing his palms on either side of her head he looked down into her dazed eyes and felt a grin hit his lips. His long hair fell out from behind his ears and when it tickled her neck she giggled.


  “I like that sound,” he confessed, and she reached up to stroke his cheek.


  “My laugh?”


  He nodded, and when she shifted under him and pressed up against his aching shaft it turned to a groan.


  “Yes. Your joy.”


  She tunneled her hands into his hair and pushed it back from his face.


  “My joy sounded a lot different a minute ago.”


  With a tight-lipped smile he agreed, “Yes. I liked that sound too. I shall endeavor to hear it more often.”


  She blinked up at him as if realizing for the first time what she’d just done, and right before his very eyes her mood changed. It was as though everything she’d pushed aside to enjoy the moment came tumbling back in, and the happiness that had been there faded away in an instant.


  “Naeve?”


  She turned her face from him, dismissing him. 


  He pushed up and away from her, and as he stared down at the disheveled woman lying across his table, he felt a different kind of ache. This time though, it was located higher. 


  This time it was in his chest.
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  Ry’Ker left the Great Hall with even more questions than when he’d first entered.


  Omnipotence. That one word had changed everything, and yet changed nothing at all, because the sensualeer that was locked up in the East chamber had no idea what he truly was. 


  He had no idea that his powers, they were limitless—or soon would be. 


  Si’Bastian was dangerous. More so than Ry’Ker could have ever imagined.


  He looked at the guard standing by the double doors and told him, “Meet me at the East tower in an hour. Bring Ai’Den.”


  When the guard acknowledged his request, Ry’Ker turned and made his way up to his own chambers. He needed a moment to think. Some silence to try and work out the best way to do what Li’Am wanted of him.


  Gaining Si’Bastian’s trust would’ve been a hard enough task when he’d known nothing but the bare facts. But staring him in the eye and lying to him was going to take every ounce of control Ry’Ker possessed. 


   He ran a hand up over his shaved head and winced, thinking of the disdain he’d seen in his brother’s eyes when he’d first seen it several nights ago. He and Mala’Kai had many issues, most of which revolved around the death of their mother, but they had since broadened to include; who he choose to fight beside, and what he fought for. It was clear they would never see eye to eye, and he would never understand his brother’s blatant disregard for all that they’d lost.


  Walking over to the window of his chambers, he stared out at the men below. He wondered how different the place would look if they were able to undo all that had been done. Women, even children, would be seen in the courtyard below, just as they had when he’d been a boy—and he wanted that.


  Sighing, he placed his hands on the wooden sill and spotted Ai’Den crossing the yard to the kitchen side door. Damn it, he’d forgotten all about the women. He was supposed to be meeting them with the healer to see if he knew any more of what ailed the redhead. Why she wasn’t yet awake.


  Well at least this way he would kill two birds with one stone. After he’d seen to Red, Ai’Den could come with him to check on Si’Bastian.


  Rolling his shoulders he crossed to the door and thought, so much for a moment of silence. Gods knew what he’d be walking into with Fiona Brannigan after their last encounter.


  



  * * *


  



  He reached the landing above the kitchens, to find that Ai’Den was there waiting on him talking with another guard who was laughing over something he must have said.


  “Here he is now.”


  He watched Ai’Den turn his way to greet him. “Hey, Ry’Ker.”


  “Ai’Den,” he replied, as he stopped in front of the healer. 


  He was about to say more when he felt something tugging on his pants leg. Looking down, his words came to a standstill when he saw a fawn colored goat chewing on the ankle of his breeches. 


  “Sorry,” Ai’Den offered, and then bent down to swat the animal away from his leg. “She’s been misbehaving all morning.”


  Slightly thrown off by the goats’ appearance, Ry’Ker lost his train of thought.


  “Usually I’d leave her outside, but Cook has been threatening to gut and plate her for this eve’s meal. So you can understand why I want her close.”


  As Ai’Den’s explanation came to an end, Ry’Ker felt the tugging again and this time the healer reached out and grabbed the animal by the neck.


  “Quit it, Buttercup,” he mumbled and pulled her away.


  Ry’Ker shook his head and then asked, “If you and your animal are ready.”


  He stepped past Ai’Den, who shrugged apologetically, and turned the door handle. He pushed it open and found Fiona and the dark haired woman sitting cross-legged on the cot beside their sleeping sister. Knowing that any kind of friendly conversation would not be welcomed, he decided to forgo it and get right to the point.


  Marching across the room, he saw Fiona’s eyes move from him to the man walking in behind him—and then, to the goat.


  “Has there been any improvement?”


  She stood and wiped her hands on her pants before responding coolly, “No. Who’s that?”


  Ry’Ker didn’t bother looking over his shoulder, he merely explained, “He’s the healer.”


  “The doctor? A little young don’t you think?” she then let her eyes flick over his shoulder to Ai’Den who she mumbled, “No offense,” to.


  “None taken,” he assured her, and stepped up beside him. “I’m Ai’Den.”


  As he shifted toward her and held out a hand there was a loud high-pitched bleat, and the goat bounced up onto the bed Fiona had vacated. She looked shocked by the animals’ appearance, and as Ry’Ker was about to tell Ai’Den to take the damn thing outside, the other woman in the room began laughing.


  It was the first noise he’d heard from her in days, and apparently a shock to Fiona also because she looked over her shoulder to make sure she hadn’t heard things.


  “Audra?” she asked expectantly, and when her sister looked at her and grinned, Ry’Ker was dealt his second blow of the day. 


  The woman didn’t bare a slight resemblance to the lost Empress, when she smiled she was the exact replica of her, and the sheer beauty of her was breathtaking.


  “Isn’t he cute?” she beamed, genuinely impressed with the animal that was now trying to eat her pants.


  “It’s actually a she,” Ai’Den spoke up, and finally walked past him to offer his hand once again to Fiona. 


  Apparently, he was much more acceptable as a human being because Fiona bestowed a smile on him and also extend her hand. He took it and bent down to press his lips to her fingers.


  “My lady.”


  Ry’Ker watched as a flush hit the cheeks of the usually prissy female.


  “Oh,” she flustered slightly. “My name’s, Fiona.”


  “That’s a very pretty name.”


  Ry’Ker barely resisted his urge to tell the healer to hurry up, but when Fiona glanced over Ai’Den’s shoulder to him he knew she was trying to send him a message.


  “It’s nice to finally meet a gentleman.”


  Ai’Den released her hand and gave a quick laugh. “Ahh, I wouldn’t call myself a gentleman. A man is well enough for me.”


  Fiona placed her hands in the pockets of her pants and then turned aside slightly to show him where her sister, the patient, lay.


  “I didn’t mean to be offensive about your age,” she explained. “It’s just…where I’m from doctor’s are usually older. They have years of schooling and then interning and well, you look barely what? Twenty?”


  Ai’Den walked past her to the middle of the bed where Red lay, and then looked back to Fiona and said, “I’m two and twenty and was born a healer, of that I had no choice. It’s the life as a naturalist that I got to decide. I don’t know what you speak of when you say school and intern.”


  Ai’Den raised his palms over the unconscious woman, and Ry’Ker saw the way Fiona tensed and found himself walking up to stand beside her.


  “He won’t hurt her,” he murmured, trying to offer some sort of reassurance.


  She turned her head to the side and when their eyes met, hers narrowed. “Why should I believe you?”


  “Why would I bother with a lie?”


  Without a word, she turned back to watch Ai’Den and perhaps hope for a miracle.


  Ry’Ker wasn’t a stranger to what Ai’Den’s kind could do, but when the white light shimmered down from his palms and cloaked the woman lying stretched out on the bed, he heard the two women near him gasp.


  “He’s like Bastian?” Fiona questioned, and the first thing that came to his mind was; no, he is nothing like, Si’Bastian. No one is. 


  “No. Ai’Den is a healer. Si’Bastian is…”


  “But they do the same thing,” she whispered when he didn’t complete his thought.


  Shaking his head Ry’Ker told her, “Look closer.”


  As she bent a little and peered at the light that was shimmering around her sister’s body, he knew the minute she saw it. There, within the light, were tiny little flecks of color. 


  The blues of their waters and sometimes their sky. The greens of their grass and their once thriving trees. And mixed in amongst them were the yellows and browns of their land as they all swirled together to create a throbbing, pulsating glow that could detect the life force of the one within. 


  “What is he doing to her?” Fiona asked, without taking her eyes of off the healer and her sister.


  “He’s trying to find her?”


  That had her turning her head. “Find her?”


  “Yes,” he replied. “Your sister has been unconscious for days now. Ai’Den is trying to detect some part of her. See if he can feel any sort of connection with her, from what she experienced before she ended up as she did.”


  They both turned to see that Audra had moved forward to the edge of the other cot and was watching with rapt attention.


  “Do you think it will work?” Fiona asked.


  Not wanting to lie to her, Ry’Ker voiced what had been on his mind from the beginning. “Probably not. She was found unconscious in the Tasie Forest. There’s not much left living in there. That in turn will make it hard for Ai’Den to find any kind of life signature that was around her at the time for her soul to latch onto.”


  She said nothing as his brutal truth was delivered, and he decided that maybe this should have been the moment he practiced telling a lie. After all, he was about to have to live the biggest one of his life starting soon enough.


  Seconds passed. Then minutes. Until it felt like he’d been standing there for hours—and nothing was happening.


  Ai’Den’s arms were trembling and Ry’Ker knew the connection was about to be severed. 


  Every time a healer practiced, a certain amount of their energy was drained, and right now the shaking in Ai’Den’s arms and the pallor of his face was a clear indication that he was breaking down.


  “Shut down, Ai’Den,” he commanded.


  “One more—”


  “—No more. Shut. It. Down.”


  Instantly, the glow dissipated and Ai’Den fell forward. Before he could brace himself against the bed, his hand landed on Red’s shoulder and his other brushed by her face.


  “By all the Gods, nothing. I felt nothing,” he muttered, and went to right himself.  


  Just as he did, Ry’Ker saw it. The foot at the end of the bed, it moved.


  “Stop,” he commanded, and pushed past Fiona to where Ai’Den was still braced over the woman’s prone form. “Her foot, it moves.”


  Both him and Ai’Den looked down upon the motionless woman and waited, for what he wasn’t sure, until her eyelids started to flutter and then wide green eyes came into view as Red finally woke from her slumber.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve reached for the material at her waist and pulled it up her body as she pushed the hem of the dress down her legs.


  What had she been thinking? Letting him touch her like that?


   She turned her head where she lay on the table, and watched Kai as he walked over to the fireplace. 


  His shoulders were stiff, as was his spine, and when he placed a hand on the wall and stared at the flames below, Naeve felt the bitter taste of shame and regret on her tongue.


  Sitting up slowly, she turned so her back was to him as she zipped her dress.


  “Marcus will come down and show you back to your room.”


  His voice was hard, his tone frigid, and Naeve knew she deserved both. That didn’t help her unease though, and she wrapped her arms around her waist as if they were the only things that would hold her together.


  Unable to look at him she got off the table and stood where she was, trying to think of something that would make sense to say.


  “He was told to place clothes in your room. Let him know if there are any problems with the fit and we will do our best to accommodate you.” He paused, and Naeve turned then to see that he was still looking at the fire. “Understand, it’s been a long time since we’ve had to provide for the needs of a woman.”


  She swallowed, now feeling like a total bitch, but she had no response for him and it was clear he didn’t want to talk to her. Pushing away from the wall, he finally turned to face her. His jaw was clenched, and his eyes unreadable.


  “If there’s nothing else, my lady, I’ll let you retire. You must be exhausted.” 


  It was the first time he’d used that term with her, and the way he delivered it Naeve knew it was not done out of respect. Her mouth opened and she was about to say something when he gave a quick nod, turned on his heel, and strode out of the room.


  As she stood there alone, she wondered what the hell was the matter with her. 


  She’d never felt so satisfied, yet at the same time she’d never been so unsettled.


  As she stared at the door, which Kai had left through, she also knew that she’d never experienced the desire to run after a man in fear that she’d never see him again.
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  “Who are you?”


  Those were the first words spoken from the woman staring up at both him and Ai’Den. Ry’Ker looked to the healer who was still hovering over her and waited for him to stand. When he didn’t move, Ry’Ker placed a hand on his shoulder and tugged.


  “Give her some room to breathe.”


  Ai’Den straightened reluctantly, and took a step away from the cot. When he physically bumped into him, Ry’Ker gripped his arm to steady the man.


  “Are you all right?”


  Ai’Den didn’t answer which was unusual. He was always polite and never one to purposefully ignore a man of a higher rank, but right now he seemed pre-occupied.


  Before he could question him further though, Fiona pushed past the both of them and leaned down over her sister.


  “Oh my God. You’re awake,” she gasped, and pulled her into a tight hug. “We thought you were dying.”


  Ry’Ker made himself wait silently as the dark-haired woman also moved to her sister’s side to place a kiss on her head.


  “You’ve been unconscious for days.”


  “Days?” Red asked, and Ry’Ker felt Ai’Den take a step forward. 


  He looked to the healer whose eyes were fixated on the bed, and then reached for his arm halting him. 


  “Ai’Den?”


  When the man didn’t answer, Ry’Ker turned to him and shook his arm. 


  “Ai’Den? What’s troubling you?”


  Finally, the healer looked to him and asked, “Who is she?”


  Skeptical of the look in Ai’Den’s eyes, Ry’Ker found himself pulling him back toward the door, ready to hurl him out of it if need be. 


  “Why do you want to know?”


  Uncaring of the fact he was being led to the door, Ai’Den kept his eyes on the bed even as he stumbled.


  “I felt nothing, Ry’Ker.”


  When they got to the door, Ry’Ker halted them and opened it.


  “So?”


  Ai’Den finally dragged his eyes away from where he’d been focused and stated clearly, “I felt nothing while she was sleeping, just a vast emptiness. I feared she wouldn’t wake. But then she did…”


  His voice trailed off and Ry’Ker’s patience finally snapped. “Yes, she did. So what are you trying to say, healer?”


  “When she woke and stared at me, it felt as though I was on fire. Yet, I was unable to move.”


  Ry’Ker turned back to see the two women huddled around their sister, and knew he needed some answers. He just wasn’t sure how to get them. Either from the sister’s, or from one such as the woman who’d infected them to begin with.


  “I think you should leave now,” he told the man beside him, uneasy with what he’d told him about feeling paralyzed. He hadn’t been affected in such a way. Why had Ai’Den?


  “I don’t wish to just yet.”


  The boldness of the man astounded him. Ai’Den had never disobeyed a direct request of him.


  “That wasn’t a suggestion, it was an order. Until we know what is going on here, you need to leave. Meet me at the East tour in an hour.”


  Ai’Den cocked his head to the side before he queried, “The Prince’s chambers?” 


  “Yes. Will that be a problem?”


  The healer shook his head and then patted his thigh, which in turn had his goat running to his side. The noisy sound of the hooves had them women looking over their shoulders. Once they realized what it was they dismissed them where they stood, and turned back to continue their whispered conversation.


  “I’ve never met a sensualeer,” Ai’Den mused.


  Ry’Ker wondered at the curiosity he heard in the other man’s voice. There was no judgment, just a sort of reverence for a person he’d never met. A person that most feared.


  “This won’t be a social call, Ai’Den. I need you to have your full wits about you. He’s dangerous.”


   Ai’Den nodded and just before he moved out to the hall he stated, “You know, most men would say the same thing of you.”


  Stunned by the comparison, Ry’Ker pinned him with a look that demanded he continue.


  “It’s a well known fact that armed with his sword there is no one more dangerous than the Commander’s head guard.”


  But with or without it, I’m no match for the man in the East Tower, Ry’Ker thought.


  As Ai’Den disappeared from view, Ry’Ker turned back to find that Fiona had stood and walked across the room. 


  She was staring at him in a way that let him know she’d heard everything, and when she opened her mouth she confirmed it.


  “I want to see Bastian.”


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve paced the room waiting for Marcus to come and get her and show her back to her prison she supposed.


  She was still trying to process everything that had happened but all she could think about was, what now?


  What would happen now that she’d let Kai touch her? Would he expect to be able to do it again? Whenever he wanted? She certainly hoped not. She needed to find him and make sure he knew exactly where she stood on that particular point. 


  Marching out of the room in the direction he had gone, Naeve found herself standing in an unfamiliar hallway and stopped abruptly, wondering if this had been such a good idea after all. She looked first to her left and then her right.


  Oh what the hell? Eeny, meeny, miny, moe. Right it is.


  She tip toed a little ways down the hall and when she came to a torch on the wall she stopped, looked up at it, and made a split second decision.


  Grabbing it from its holder, she held the wooden base tight feeling a slight comfort in the fact that if she needed it, she now had a weapon…as well as a light.


  Continuing down the dimly lit hall, she followed cautiously as the deep rumbling sound of laughter hit her ears. As the hall wound around the left, she saw an archway with light spilling from it and pressed her back to the wall taking several deep breaths.


  As she stood there, her heart pounded in her chest and had her looking down at the line that was now clearly visible. 


  It will darken your heart and soul... 


  That’s what Kai had said, but what exactly did he mean?


  God, this was possibly the stupidest thing she’d done since waking up here. 


  Kai had told her to wait in the dinning hall for Marcus. But instead, she’d got the harebrained idea to go off and find Kai on her own.


  Now here she was lost in the halls of this monstrous place, and standing outside a room full of men. Strange men. Men who hadn’t seen a woman in years.


  Stupid, stupid move, Naeve, she silently chastised herself.


  Okay, just run past really quick, she tried to convince herself. They won’t even see you.


  She looked past the archway again and focused on the spot she needed to get to. Gathering her courage she closed her eyes and gripped the torch, then ran as fast and hard as she could. Just when she thought she’d reached the other side without incident, she ran smack bang into the equivalent of a brick wall.


  



  * * *


  



  Ry’Ker shook his head at Fiona. Her request to see the sensualeer was not one that could be allowed.


  “No,” he told her, and then walked over toward the cot.


  “Why not?” she demanded, but he didn’t bother answering. 


  As he’d just been reminded, he was a feared guard of the Commander and he’d be damned if he answered to a skinny woman who was causing him more problems than he needed at that particular moment.


  When he reached the side of the bed, the dark haired one Audra, stood and for the first time in days spoke directly to him.


  “Please…be careful with Siobhan.”


  His eyes found her earnest ones as she looked up at him, and before he could answer she said softly, “I don’t believe you want to hurt us. Otherwise we wouldn’t have been treated this well. Just try and be…kind?”


  Her request was timid, and Ry’Ker found himself agreeing without hesitation.


  “I will endeavor to be kind, if it should please you.”


  That’s when she gave him a smile that he swore lit up the entire room. 


  She was a stunning woman when in silence. But animated and happy, this Audra, the one who bore such striking resemblance to her mother, was radiant.


  “I like the way you talk here.”


  The whispered admission and slight giggle she gave had him smiling, which he would have thought to be an impossible feat.


  “Do you?”


  She grinned and nodded, but before he could say anything else the woman on the bed spoke up. “Do you two wanna hug it out or can we get to the part where we work out what the hell happened to me?”


  Immediately, Audra lowered her gaze and stepped aside. Ry’Ker walked forward to see that Red was now moving to sit up in her bed.


  “I was going to say it’s nice to see you are awake. But I may reserve judgment on that for now. Before we go any further, please state your name.”


  Ry’Ker noted the way Red looked past his shoulder to Fiona, he presumed. She must have indicated it was okay to say because Red looked back to him and replied, “Siobhan.”


  “Good,” he said as he studied her face. The markings on her had spread from the top of her hairline and now trailed down the entire left hand side of her face, to her neck and collarbone. “That is what I was told. I just wanted to make sure that you remembered.”


  “Well, now that, that’s established—”


  “—You will stay put,” he interrupted. “Until I tell you otherwise.”


  He watched her push aside the blanket that had been covering her, and then move to sit on the side of the bed. She then pushed up onto shaky legs and demanded quite foolishly, considering her current state of health, “And who are you to keep us here?”


  “Siobhan…” Audra gasped, but he wasn’t worried. If Red wanted to flex her muscle, he had no problem going toe to toe with her. 


  “I am the one in charge of your safety here at Castle L’Mere. If you’d prefer I relieve the guard at the door of his duty and leave it open for the other men, I’d be more than happy to accommodate you.”


  He kept a close eye on her as her green eyes roved around the room. He knew she was trying to present a brave front especially since she was frightened and weak, that’s exactly what he would do. But getting on his bad side was not the way to go about it.


  She should ask her sister, Fiona.


  “Then would somebody tell me what happened? And why are we being held here?” 


  “We’re still trying to discover exactly what happened to you. We know it must have been similar to what happened to your sister, Naeve. What we don’t know, is why you remained unconscious until now, while she awoke much sooner.”


  “Naeve?”


  At the mention of her missing sister’s name, she frantically looked over his shoulder once more.


  “Where is she?” she demanded of the woman behind him.


  Ry’Ker wasn’t sure what Fiona planned to say, but it didn’t matter because he was one step ahead of her and answered bluntly, “Mala’Kai took her.”


  



  * * *


  



  “Running again, rabbit?”


  Marcus, Naeve thought, as her hand that was gripping the torch was restrained and quickly relieved of its weapon. 


  She opened her eyes and looked up into his familiar face, relieved it was him—until he walked her back so she was flush against the wall. As her ass and shoulders bumped up against the rough stones, she swallowed back a scream wondering if it would have more men running out here for a…oh god…what? A turn? Maybe they’d all heard her with, Kai. Maybe he’d told them? 


  “Wasn’t running,” she managed to get out before her fear rendered her speechless.


  “Didn’t look that way to me.”


  She could hear the blood rushing around her ears as Marcus raised the torch, and then traced the back of his fingers down her temple and cheek. She knew he was studying the line on her face and suddenly, fear was the last thing she was feeling. 


  Instead, the emotion she felt welling inside of her was a burning, hot rage—rage at Kai.


  How dare he leave her alone, in the hands of this man?


  So she didn’t want to have sex with him. Would he really leave her here to be raped? Or worse…raped and killed?


  No, he wouldn’t. But how do I know that? He might. Scratch that. He did.


  Naeve’s thoughts seemed to be a jumble of confusion as her fear and rage mixed together and swirled inside of her. She could feel her anger rising as Marcus’s fingers made it past her neck and was now touching the strap of her dress. The same strap Kai had lowered earlier.


  “Don’t touch me,” she heard herself saying but didn’t recognize the low threat in her voice.


  “Who’s going to stop me? You, rabbit?”


  Naeve was sure he expected her to cower, but what he didn’t expect was her right knee as she lifted her leg and kneed him as hard as she could between the thighs. 


  With a harsh grunt of pain, Marcus dropped the torch to the ground and Naeve pushed past him and ran for her life.


  She didn’t care where she was headed all she knew was that she wasn’t about to stay there. She bolted down the hallway in the direction she’d come, past the entryway to the dinning room, and found herself in the foyer. It was dark outside now, and there was no sunlight shining in the window above the stairwell.


  With her heart thundering, and the threat of Kai’s men behind her, she decided the stairs looked like the best option. Maybe if she got up them, she could find somewhere to hide. Racing toward them, she took them as quickly as she could and by the time she reached the top landing she was huffing from the exertion. 


  She looked around frantically, and noticed it was completely dark off to the right but down to the left there were several torches lit. Deciding her best bet of hiding was in the dark, she raced down the darkened hall, all the way to the end where there was a shut door.


  This part of the castle looked abandoned, and as she glanced back to the stairwell and saw the flickering of shadowed flames on the wall, Naeve reached out, turned the handle, and shoved open the door.


  Stepping into the room, she quickly turned and shut it, resting her forehead on the wood as she tried to catch her breath. She closed her eyes and listened for any sounds that she could hear, and as she waited with her eyes squeezed shut, she thought she may very well die from a heart attack with the way it was racing.


    It wasn’t until a hand landed on her shoulder that she realized she was very much alive, because that was when she let out a scream that could have very well brought down the walls around her.
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  The second his bedroom door flung opened, Kai grabbed the dagger off the trunk by his bed and turned, ready for a fight. He was halfway through undressing but that didn’t mean he was any less prepared. No one entered his chambers without first announcing themself—but then he saw her.


  Naeve ran inside without even glancing his way. She shut the door like evil itself was chasing her very steps, and stood there with her forehead pressed to the wood. He saw her shoulders shake in silence and knew right away that she was terrified.


  Throwing his blade on the bed, Kai made his way across the room and when he reached her, placed a hand on her shoulder. The loud scream that ripped through the air had him turning her around, pressing her against the door, and clamping his hand over her mouth.


  “Shh,” he hissed, as he brought his face down close to hers.


  Her eyes were as big as saucers as she blinked up at him, and when she finally realized who he was she obeyed.


  Kai strained to listen to what was outside his door, and could hear the booted feet of his men walking around his floor. They knew better than to come down to his wing without permission or need, so of that he was not worried. 


  What was weighing on him though was Naeve’s fear. He wanted an explanation as to why she was running and hiding, because it was clear that she believed someone was after her.


  As they stood there face to face he could feel her warm breath heat his palm with every exhale, and when the sound of his men dissipated he also became aware of the fact that she was still in her dingy dress while he was only wearing his breeches.


  Several minutes passed with her against the door and him against her front in the silence of his dimly lit bedroom. Once he decided they were safe enough, he was about to remove his hand when he felt her strong teeth bite down into the fleshy part beneath his thumb.


  “Gods, Naeve,” he cursed, and pulled his hand away. “What is the matter with you?”


  “With me? You’re one to talk. You left me out there for your men to do whatever they want with me!”


  Offended by her accusation, Kai’s temper and pent-up frustration took a swift hold of him as he grabbed her dress by the neckline and jerked her forward off the door. Her hands came up and landed on his naked chest to steady herself, and his cock took instant notice.


  “I didn’t do any such thing,” he growled. “Why would I leave you to the others when I so obviously want you for myself?” He jammed his hips against her and felt her nails dig into his chest. “I told Marcus to take you back to your room.”


  “Yeah?” she sneered up at him, and the anger in her eyes was apparent. “Well, he did try and take me. Up against one of the walls in your magnificent castle. You’re nothing but a bunch of animals,” she spat out.


  A red haze of rage clouded his vision as he repeated in his mind what she’d just told him, then he pushed her away and took a step back.


  “What did you say?”


  “You’re a bunch of—”


  “—Not that,” he cut her off bitingly. “What did Marcus do to you?”


  She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. When it appeared she was going to remain stubbornly quiet, he walked forward and had her backing up until she hit the door.


  “What. Did. He. Do. To. You?”


  She dropped her arms down by her side obviously knowing she was defeated.


  “He asked me if I was running.”


  Kai could feel a twitch begin in his eyebrow but remained silent as she continued.


  “I told him no, hoping he’d show me back to my room like you said he would. But…but then he touched me.”


  Her voice shook as her eyes filled with tears, and Kai felt the intense need to track Marcus down and stick his sword through him.


  “I told him not to touch me and he…he said,” she stuttered, losing her train of thought, and Kai knew it was because his expression must have conveyed his murderous intentions.


  “What? What did he say?”


  She pondered over the question for a moment and then replied, “He asked me who was going to stop him.”


  I’m going to stop him. That’s who. 


  Kai couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt such fury—or betrayal. 


  He’d trusted Marcus. Trusted him with Naeve, and now? 


  Now he was going to kill him.


  He walked over to where he’d placed his sword earlier. Picking it up, he was about to go and hunt the man down when he heard—


  “Where are you going?”


  He stilled where he was but said nothing as soft fingers lightly grazed over his skin. He swallowed back a protest when she touched the scar that started just under his left shoulder blade, before trailing them down his ribs. 


  That was when she asked again, “Where are you going?”


  “I’m going to find Marcus, and remind him why I’m the best swordsman in Arcania. Right before I end his traitorous life.”


  He wondered how she would react to such a vow, but what he got was not what he expected. She dug her nails into the flesh of his side and then ran her other hand around his naked waist. 


  He felt her breath against his spine and then she asked, “Are you going to kill him?”


  He wondered at the tone of her voice. It was…curious.


  “He disobeyed a direct order. To keep you safe.”


  When all that met his ears was silence, he decided to turn and face her to gauge what she may be thinking. She released him and lowered her arms to her side as he stood there before her.


  “He lay his hands on you to hurt you. I will not tolerate such actions between these walls. We are not animals, Naeve. We are men.”


  “Men who haven’t seen or touched a woman in years, you said so yourself.”


  “But men just the same. My mother ran Claremont for years after my father passed, and did it with courage and dignity. Rape has never been permitted within these halls, and it will not be permitted now.” 


  He made a move to step by her, but she stopped him with a touch to his bare arm.


  “Kai?”


  The rage that had been building inside of him simmered just under the surface, and he could feel it straining at the tight confines. 


  “Don’t leave me here.”


  Her words were soft as if she were ashamed to voice them, and then she walked in front of him and aimed pleading eyes up at him.


  “I don’t want to be alone. Not right now.”


  She ran her fingers down to his wrist and then traced them over the hand he had clenched around the hilt of his sword. Her eyes followed what she was touching, and as her fingers traced the intricate patterns in the iron she raised her gaze back to his. 


  Up until now, he’d never been more aware of his body than he was in that moment. He felt as though every nerve ending was alive as she touched only his fingers, which were holding a deadly weapon inches from her.


  “When I first met you, you terrified me,” she confessed, and placed her palm on his chest. “But now you’re the only place I feel safe. Please stay.” 


  Kai licked his lips but otherwise remained still as she slid her hand up over his nipple. Her mood seemed to be shifting right before his very eyes. 


  He’d noticed a distinct change in her since their first meeting. Where she’d once been an advocate of temperance wherever he was concerned, she now exhibited no desire for self-restraint or moderation.  


  “Is this your bedroom?”


  Realizing she expected an answer, he tried to push aside his raging emotions and concentrate on the hand now absently stroking his skin.


  “These are my sleeping chambers, yes.”


  She pulled her eyes from his to look at the enormous bed in the room. Lowering her hand, she let go of him and walked over to the end of it before spinning back to face him.


  “Well,” she announced in a voice that sounded full of false cheer. “It looks big enough to sleep five people your size. I’m sure you can spare a side for little old me.”


  Totally taken off guard by her mood and the announcement, Kai blinked over at her as she made her way around to the side of his bed and placed a knee on it.


  “Yep,” she said, her voice still a little too high pitched to sound convincing as she tested the mattress. “This will do just fine.”


  “You want to sleep in here? With me?”


  He knew he sounded like a halfwit but he was just trying to keep up. She’d gone from angry, to scared, and now…he had no clue what this was. 


  Shock maybe?


  “Well, makes sense don’t you think? I’m scared and helpless, you’re strong and…” she trailed off and looked down at his weapon. “Have a sword. Plus, you should never make hasty decisions. You know, like killing people.”


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve was trying her hardest to hide how scared she really was as she stared over at Kai who was looking at her like she’d lost her mind. Which maybe she had, she wasn’t so sure anymore. 


  All she knew was that when she was with him, she could breathe. She wasn’t petrified that someone would hurt her or kill her. Which seemed ludicrous considering he was the one she’d feared the most in the beginning.


  “You don’t wish for me to kill, Marcus?”


  She kept her eyes on him as he studied her, and she wondered if he really intended to kill his second in command, if she gave the word. As much as Marcus intimidated her, and she had no idea what would have happened if she hadn’t gotten away, she wasn’t sure that what he did deserved death. 


  Is that what happened here, in this land? Death without trial?


  And did he really do anything, other than threaten her? 


  “Naeve?”


  Her name brought her out of her musings and had her looking back at the half dressed man staring her way. 


  When she’d first run in here she hadn’t even seen Kai in the room, and when she’d turned around and been faced with all of his nakedness she couldn’t believe her body responded just as it had down in the dining hall. 


  She’d immediately wanted him, and that confused and upset her. Instead of acting on those emotions, she’d clung to her anger and bit him, and when he’d pressed her back against the door she’d almost forgotten why she’d been running in the first place.


  Now, as she stood by his bed with her knee on the mattress she really took him in. 


  He had burnished bronze skin, which seemed slightly unusual since there seemed very little sun. His shoulder length, dark hair was pushed back behind his ears, and the muscles of his biceps flexed whenever he clenched his fists, or gripped the sword in his hand.


  He had short black hairs over his chest, and they trailed down his sternum and abs in a treasure trail that drew her attention to what looked like black leather pants.


  Standing, as he was half clothed in front of her, Kai looked like some kind of dark prince or maybe a rakish pirate, as he watched her with shrewd eyes.


  “What do you want done with Marcus?”


  She wasn’t sure, because all she could think about was the fact that this man…this strong, dangerous man, was willing to go out there and kill for her.


  That revelation should have horrified her, but instead she found it aroused a much darker side of her—a side that had her aching deep between her thighs.


  She sank her top teeth into her lip and removed her knee from the bed. 


  “Nothing.”


  He narrowed his eyes on her, and Naeve felt the stare as if it were a lingering caress.


  “Nothing?”


  She gave a shrug of her shoulder and whispered, “Not right now.”


  Kai finally moved then. He walked over to the table across the room and placed the sword down. He then dragged the chair that was against the wall over to the door and jammed it under the handle, before he grabbed the dagger off the bed and turned back to face her.


  “Then what do you want to do, Naeve?”


  She studied the hands by his sides and then allowed her eyes to feast on all that she could see, and that were plenty. Naeve could see his chest rise and fall, and had a feeling his labored breathing had more to do with the tension vibrating between the two of them, than any kind of anger he’d been feeling. His hands were clenched by his sides and the veins on his arms stood out in stark relief against his flexed forearms and bulging biceps.


  She should have feared him but in that moment all she felt was the swift punch of desire.


  “I want to feel safe.”


  As the words fell from her mouth she realized how true they really were. He gave her a sense of safety, but she herself wanted to feel safe.


  She watched him carefully as he took several steps toward her and when they were only several inches apart he turned the dagger in his hand, just like he had at the dinner table, and passed the blade to her handle first.


  Naeve looked up into Kai’s grey eyes and blinked several times.


  “Take it,” he encouraged, and pushed the hilt closer to her.


  When she reached out and gingerly wrapped her fingers around the leather bound handle, Kai told her in a low, gruff voice, “Sleep with this under your pillow. The next man who touches you that you do not wish, thrust this anywhere between here,” he indicted his navel, “and here,” he pointed to just beneath his breastbone.


  Before she could ask anything, he went on.


  “That’s the softest, most vulnerable part. You won’t hit any bones and you will make a very solid point.”


  She swallowed, trying to take in everything he was telling her while staring at all of his naked skin, and then she turned the sharp, pointed end toward him and asked softly, “What makes you think I won’t use it on you?”


  Kai took a step toward her until the tip pressed into his flesh, and Naeve sucked in a breath. Her first instinct was to drop her hand so she wouldn’t hurt him, but she also knew he was testing her. 


  Raising her eyes, she swiped her lip with her tongue. “You should be careful.”


  Kai’s eyes never wavered as he held hers. 


  “So should you. Take the blade, little rabbit. Sleep with it, and in the morning we’ll find a smaller one to hide on your person.”


  She dropped her eyes to the knife again and looked at the bronzed skin it was testing, then she moved it a little lower to touch the ties of his pants. She could feel the adrenaline coursing through her veins, and as she stood there in front of Kai wielding a weapon that could no doubt hurt him, she found herself wanting to expend it in the most carnal way of all. 


  With the threat now at bay she only had one thing in mind as she ordered, “Take off your pants.”
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  The silence in the room was palpable and then she heard her name, “Naeve?”


  Lifting her face, she saw him studying her, trying to work out her angle. So she told him.


  “If you’re going to sleep beside me, I want to make sure that you don’t have a weapon on your person.”


  She thought she saw the side of his mouth twitch, but otherwise he kept his serious expression. He raised his hands palms up to her, and she gave a quick nod as he reached down and unfastened the ties of his pants.


  She watched with rapt attention as the ties came free and the leather parted below his navel. He slid his thumbs to the sides of the pants and then pushed them down over his hips so they fell to his feet where he stepped out of them, kicking them aside. And when every inch of him came into view, Naeve almost swallowed her tongue. 


  Kai naked was a thing of beauty. 


  His skin was that same tanned tone from his head all the way down his brawny torso to his lean hips and strong muscular thighs, which were dusted with the same dark colored hair as his head.


  This time as she licked her lips, it had nothing to do with nerves and everything to do with the insatiable hunger growing inside her. 


  She let her eyes track back up to the very hard and erect cock, that was declaring quite obviously that what they were doing was turning him on just as much as it was her. When she managed to drag her eyes away from him, she looked up to see him with a brow quirked.


  “Seen enough?”


  She had quite obviously seen everything she needed to, but she was enjoying her visual inspection far too much to end it just yet. So with a quick wave of her knife, she said in a voice she barely recognized, “I think you need to turn around.”


  “Oh you do, do you?”


  Naeve said nothing, but nodded.


  “And why would I need to turn around?” 


  His question was full of arrogance, and considering he was standing in front of her naked, it was a testament to how confident he was.


  Feeling brave for some unknown reason, Naeve took a step forward and felt a small smile tug at her lips.


  “I’m the one with the knife, Kai. Now turn around.”


  With a slight incline of his head, Kai turned away from her arms spread wide, and presented her with his broad back and tight round ass.


  She had a feeling he was merely humoring her, but as Naeve took that final step to him she tossed the blade on the bed they stood beside. She reached out and traced the scar that started in the middle of his back and curved under his shoulder blade, ending against his ribs under his arm.


  She heard him inhale and that was when she whispered against his skin, “I don’t see any weapons.”


  With her other hand she ran her fingers down his side to the curve of his ass and saw his shoulders stiffen.


   “Yes,” he agreed. “But you’re overlooking one thing.”


  Naeve felt her lips curve at his husky voice and dared to ask, “And what’s that?”


  Quicker than she thought possible, Kai turned and took one of her wrists in his hand and wrapped his other arm around her waist. He hauled her in flush against his naked, aroused body, and walked her back toward the bed.


  Naeve could feel her inner muscles tighten in response as he lay her across the mattress and came down over her, planting his hands on either side of her head, pinning her to the bed.


  “You overlooked me. I don’t need a weapon to hurt you. I could kill you with my bare hands,” he rasped, but reached for the dagger she’d lain on the bed and pulled it close, letting her know she had the option. 


  Naeve’s breasts rose and fell with her misguided arousal, and Kai pushed his hips between her thighs brushing his hard cock against her covered mound.


  “But I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “What do you want?” she panted, knowing she was beyond the point of resisting him. 


  She wanted him. All, of him. Yes it was terrifying that he held her life in his hands, but at the same time it was oddly exciting.


  Kai reached down and gathered her dress in his hand, and as he pulled it up her thighs she arched her hips so he could lift it to her waist. 


  She reached up to wrap her arms around his neck, and he moaned as he lowered his head and pressed his lips to hers in a fierce kiss. 


  Then he raised his head and told her, “I want to know what it feels like to sink deep inside of you.”


  



  * * *


  



  Kai could feel his heart thundering inside his chest, and when he was about to take her lips once more, she let go of his neck and began to struggle slightly.


  Misunderstanding, Kai moved off of her and stood thinking she wished to escape, but when she whimpered and reached for him she whispered, “No. Don’t stop.”


  “But you were—”


  “Trying to undo my zipper,” she informed with a slight laugh, as she angled up on her elbows and her face flushed. He frowned at her and then looked to the knife on the bed.


  “Do you trust me?”


  She too looked at the blade and nodded. 


  “Move back on the bed,” he told her, and wasn’t sure she’d comply. When she scooted away from the edge though he felt his cock pound in response.


  He placed his knee on the mattress and climbed over her, grabbing the knife as he went. Straddling her legs, he reached for the hem of her skirt and gripped it in one hand, before slicing it from the bottom and making a slit all the way up to her thighs.


  She gasped from under him, and he threw the weapon to the floor and grabbed both sides of the material before he tore it all the way to the neckline, and spread the material apart.


  His eyes took in every bare inch he’d revealed, and as the cool air hit her naked breasts her nipples hardened, begging for him to suck. 


  She was still wearing that tiny piece of material she’d had on earlier, and as he reached down between her thighs and pushed his fingers against her, she moaned and arched her back off the bed.


  “Ahh,” she sighed as her eyes slid closed, and Kai gripped his cock in his fist as she continued to move her hips against his fingers.


  She was beautiful. A work of art, and when she reached for her breasts and cupped them, Kai wanted to worship her for hours. 


  But first, he thought, these need to go.


  Removing his hand, he slipped his fingers into the stretchy material at her waist and drew the tiny scrap from her body. As he moved away from her, she bent her legs until they were off, and then slowly widened them as he crawled back between them. 


  Kai leaned down over her and caught her moan between his lips as his cock brushed her bare mound.


  “Gods Naeve. I’ve never seen anything like you,” he groaned, and grit his teeth as her legs came up to wrap around his waist.


  “Kai,” she cried out as he rocked forward, rubbing himself against the wet heat of her.


  “You feel…” as his words trailed off, Naeve slid her hands into his hair pushing it back from his face and when their eyes met, her lips parted on a soft sigh.


  “I feel what?”


  Kai leaned down and let his tongue trace along her lip. When she rose up from the bed and pulled his head down to suck his tongue into her mouth, his hips thrust forward and she let out a throaty moan.


  “You feel hot against my skin. Like we’ll catch fire if we’re not careful.”


  He could tell from the look in her eyes that she felt it too, and when she angled her hips up again, her eyes fluttered closed and she wet those sweet lips.


  “I want…” she panted.


  He lowered his head and flicked his tongue over her nipple, sucking it until she tightened her thighs and practically crawled up his body, trying desperately to get closer. 


  “I need you,” she confessed, and this time slid a hand down his back to cup his ass, urging him to her as she strained against his entire body.


  Kai placed a hand on either side of her head and as he looked down at all the blonde hair surrounding her, he wondered how it was that this beauty, this otherworldly miracle, was happening to him.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve stared up at the man hovering over her. He was looking at her as though she was a mystery, and really, she supposed in a way she was. Just as he was a mystery to her. 


  But there’d be time to think about that later. Not now, not while her body was on the ragged edge of exploding in a mind-bending orgasm. 


  It seemed as though Kai had an innate ability to bring her to the very edge of her sanity. One look, one touch, and it was as though there were a fire coursing through her veins, and from the words he’d said earlier it was obvious he felt the same.


  She could feel his hard cock rubbing against her aching core, and every time he moved over her, she thought he would rear back and slide that thick length inside her. But no. It seemed as if Kai was content on discovering this first time around, while she wanted to get to the, thrusting inside me part.


  She moved the hand she still had on his head to his other ass cheek and squeezed, pulling him as close as she could possibly get him.


  When his hair fell forward surrounding them both, Naeve found words she’d never once uttered, swirling through her mind. Words she figured were now there due to the way he was tormenting her with his cock, and driving her crazy with desire.


   So when she opened her mouth and demanded, “Fuck me.” She couldn’t believe they’d actually come from her.


  Kai stilled above her, and she saw a dark almost savage smile touch his lips.


  “Fuck you?” he asked. “Is that what you want, little rabbit?”


  She could feel her pulse beating triple time in her chest, neck, and down between her aching thighs, as she rubbed herself against him.


  “Yes,” she moaned, and then locked eyes with him feeling a new, darker part of herself take over. 


  She dug her nails into his skin, and repeated much more confidently, “Fuck me.”


  Kai reached down between them, and when he ran his fingers between her wet lips, she bucked up against them as if they were a livewire.


  She knew she was soaked, she could feel the way her body was weeping for him as he circled her clit and then slid his fingers down to push inside. She clamped her teeth into her lip to hold back a scream, and all the while Kai’s stormy eyes held hers.


  His mouth was hovering over her own and when he pulled his fingers free of her body, Naeve leaned up and kissed him, pushing her tongue deep inside his mouth to tangle with his own. Leaving one hand on his ass she brought the other in between them and finally wrapped her fingers around his thick, cock.


  He wrenched his mouth free, groaning as she squeezed and ran her fist up his length. She reveled the sound coming from him, and when he looked down at her she thought he was the most magnificent man she’d ever seen. 


  He looked furious but Naeve knew better, she held the proof in her hand. 


  As he snarled at her, baring his teeth, she felt powerful, enjoying her sensual torment of him and little more than she knew she should. 


  “Ready to stop teasing me now?” she taunted.


  He reached between them and grabbed her hand, then took her other and pinned them both to the mattress by her head.


  She felt a thrill race through her in finally pushing him over the edge, and when he lowered his mouth to hers and crushed their lips together in a brutal kiss, she bit back a scream as the head of his cock finally pushed against her wet opening.


  



  * * *


  



  Kai stared down at the temptress under him and held her hands in place. The little minx had just about driven him out of his mind, and he’d been trying so hard to take this slow, as to not scare her.


  Clearly, Naeve was not scared.


  She now had his waist wrapped with her legs, and was arching her hips to get his cockhead to slide inside of her. Her eyes were locked on his, and the combined heat of their bodies was close to molten.


  He could taste the salty sweat on her skin as he nipped at her lips, and when the tip of his cock began to slowly sink inside of her, he felt as though his shaft would melt from the liquid heat.


  Like a silky, wet, fist, her body swallowed him and squeezed him tightly, causing any thought of slow to disappear from his mind. Her eyes slid closed and he felt her nails dig into his hands as he fully entered her, and with no thought but release now in mind, he began to move.


  “Oh God,” she moaned as he slid out of her, and when he pushed back inside she cried out and clutched her thighs tighter around his hips. 


  “Damn,” he cursed, and began thrusting as she desperately writhed under him, almost as though she were trying to get him deeper inside.


  She let go of his ass and reached up to tangle her hands in his hair, and Kai closed his eyes when she tightened her fists in it and pulled.


  His shaft slid in and out of her with ease, over and over. Every time he sunk inside, she’d arch up and rub her mound against him, letting out a sensual sound that just about undid him. 


  He could tell that whatever it was she was doing to herself felt damn good, because her cunt clenched around his cock tight as he dragged it from her. He continued thrusting, until her body bowed off the bed and she pressed her head back into it, shutting her eyes. 


  That was when a shiver raced down his spine and made his balls tighten, right before she screamed his name and her entire body tensed around him. 


  Her hands twisted in his hair, and her heels pressed into his ass, and that was when it hit him and he exploded inside of her, groaning out her name.


  If anyone had slept on the same floor as he, their mutual shouts of ecstasy surly would’ve awoken them.


  Luckily for them…they did not.
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  Bastian didn’t know how long he’d been sequestered in his ‘chambers,’ but his ass was now numb and the aches in his head and limbs had intensified.


  Not to mention the empty ache in my stomach.


  He glared over at the trays of food that had continually been brought, left, and untouched. It would come as no surprise to his father that he was refusing meals. He’d always been accused of possessing a stubborn streak, even as a child. It had once been a way to see the great Commander, Li’Am—now, it was a way to never see him.


  If I am dead, Bastian thought, and then he froze as the door to his bleak chambers opened. Instantly, he shut the door on his dismal musings.


  He squinted as the light from the hall shone through the opening, but it soon faded to reveal none other than the head guard himself. Ry’Ker stood in the archway and, with the light behind him, looked like Bastian imagined death might—a fearsome but dark relief. 


  Maybe I’m already dead?


  “Gods. You still haven’t eaten?”


  Si’Bastian dismissed his comment as he stood watching the irritated guard storm in the room, but this time, he was not alone. Trailing close behind, looking at him as though he were an oddity, was a man he’d never met before.


  He was a few inches shorter than the guard, which Bastian realized put him at roughly his own height. He also noted that the man was dressed as one of the common folk.


  “Who’s this?” Bastian asked, as Ry’Ker poked the cold food on the tray.


  Instead of answering him, the guard picked up a stale piece of bread and turned his way. “Is there a reason you are intent on starving yourself?”


  Bastian glanced over at the silent man, who’d stopped just inside the door, then flicked his eyes back to Ry’Ker. “Perhaps I am attempting to relieve myself of your witty repartee.”


  Ry’Ker threw the bread on the table and marched over to where Bastian had made himself stand. When he was as close as he dared come, Bastian noted the way Ry’Ker’s eyes focused in on him intently, and he knew that whatever was about to come out of his mouth would not be anything good.


  “I don’t know what your problem is, but you need to locate it and move past it. In case you misheard me the last time I was here, you are stuck with me, sensualeer. And trust me when I tell you that no one is unhappier about that situation than myself.”


  Bastian didn’t need to get inside Ry’Ker’s mind to know he was frustrated because every emotion he was feeling was stamped all over his face. His nostrils flared in agitation, and the creases lining his forehead indicated just how exasperating the guard really found him.


  “Who is he?” he asked for the second time, deciding that butting heads with this man was almost as low on his list of things to do as pleasing his father.


  Ry’Ker glanced at the third person in the room. “This is Ai’Den. He’s a healer.”


  The chain attached to the cuffs around his wrists rattled as Bastian stepped back and used the wall to hold him up.


  “Get him out of here.”


  Ry’Ker pinned him with a flinty stare. “No.”


  Returning the guard’s look without flinching, Bastian told him quite adamantly, “I don’t want a healer. I will die before I let Li’Am feel better about what he’s done.”


  “Listen to me,” Ry’Ker advised, moving so he was now standing directly in front of him. This close, Bastian could swear he saw flecks of silver around the iris of the guard’s hard, grey eyes. The color was a distinct reminder of exactly who he was, and his usual Imperial armor. “Li’Am agreed to release you. Don’t you want that? But he will only do it if you agree to this.”


  “Release me?” Bastian asked in disbelief. “Try again, Guard. That just doesn’t fit Li’Am’s psyche.”


  Ry’Ker’s jaw bunched, and Bastian knew he was clenching his teeth.


  “I’m right, aren’t I?” he pushed.


  “He has agreed to a partial release.”


  A mocking laugh left Bastian, and he pushed himself off the wall, stepping toward the man who was trying so hard to make what he was offering sound appealing.


  “And how do you feel about that?” 


  He caught a quick flash of apprehension enter Ry’Ker’s eyes, but it quickly dissipated as he squared his shoulders.


  “I don’t feel anything about you either way. Eat or don’t eat. Wallow in self-pity or regain some dignity. Those are your choices, sensualeer. I’m not the one chained to a wall.”


  Ry’Ker’s words provoked his ire most effectively, and Bastian knew that, if he were in possession of his—


   “Wishing you could crawl inside my mind right now, aren’t you?”


  When he remained stubbornly silent, the infuriating arse continued.


  “Wouldn’t you enjoy the opportunity to make me suffer for this?”


  That finally got a response from him. “I couldn’t get inside your head before I was drugged. Why would you assume that thought would entice me now?”


  With a cruel sneer of his lips, Ry’Ker answered, “Because you’re arrogant. And the thought of hurting me is the only thing that has made you stop thinking for one second about how powerless you feel.” 


  Bastian didn’t deign to answer, instead letting his eyes move past Ry’Ker to focus on the healer. Ai’Den, he’d called him.


  “What does my father wish him to do?”


  “He is to check you over.”


  Bastian brought his eyes back to the guard. “With magic?”


  “You are opposed to having magic used on you?”


  Bastian raised his arms and pointed out, “As you so astutely reminded me, I am not currently at my full capabilities. If someone plans to use powers on me, I’d like to know in advance exactly what is to occur.”


  Ry’Ker gave a kind of grunt in response before responding, “And are you so forthright with your intentions before you poke around in someone’s head?”


  “You seem overly concerned with that particular trait of mine. Perhaps you are more worried about your ability to block me than you’d have me believe.”


  “I told you. To me, it matters neither here nor there what happens to you. But I will be very clear about one thing. I don’t want you in my mind, and I made sure that Li’Am taught me how to shut down to your kind.”


  Bastian had to give Ry’Ker credit. He’d certainly accomplished one thing since walking inside the room. 


  He’d given him a reason to live—if just to take pleasure in watching him die.


  



  * * *


  



  Ry’Ker could sense the roiling anger in the man before him, and he was satisfied with the fact that he’d put it there. He was frustrated by everything that had happened since returning to L’Mere, and after having dealt with three angry women he’d had to walk away from, he was itching for a fight.


   He’d disliked the role of ‘keeper’ back when the sensualeer had merely been Si’Bastian, the Commander’s son. But with the knowledge of all that Si’Bastian was, Ry’Ker’s aggravation had reached a whole other level.


  “Ai’Den,” he bit out, turning to face him where he stood by the door. 


  The usually chatty healer had remained silent since entering the room, and Ry’Ker knew that it had everything to do with the person chained to the wall.


  “Yes, Ry’Ker?”


  “Come here.”


  As he issued the order, he heard a sound emerge from Si’Bastian.


  “Do you have something you wish to say?”


  Like a belligerent child, Si’Bastian clamped his mouth shut as he watched him with those dark eyes of his.


  Ai’Den came to a standstill beside him as he looked over at the young man.


  “Can you explain what you will be doing to Si’Bastian? It seems he is sensitive to others wielding magic when he is helpless against it. The irony is almost laughable, is it not?”


  The words that came next didn’t come from Ai’Den, but from the man he was quite openly mocking.


  “And you say that I’m arrogant. Tell me, Guard. Will you be so daring once the chains are removed?”


  “Chain. As in one. That means you will still be—”


  “A prisoner?”


  “Contained.”


  Si’Bastian gave him a cool once-over before stating, “Much like yourself then, or so I’ve heard. Though my prison is not of my own volition.”


  Ry’Ker knew that the sensualeer was trying to insult him, get a rise. But he already knew what was said about him. That he was cold, detached, an emotionless vault locked away. 


  Ai’Den cleared his throat, obviously uncomfortable in the silence that had followed Si’Bastian’s statement, and addressed the sensualeer. “Forgive me for staring earlier. I have only ever heard of you, my Prince. I never thought I’d be in your presence.”


  Ry’Ker observed the way Si’Bastian looked at Ai’Den and realized that he was studying the healer. He started at the top of the young man’s head and then inspected every inch of him. First, he searched his face as if he were memorizing all the tiny details that made up his particular bone structure. His shoulders, chest, and arms were closely evaluated next, all the way down to his feet. And then those dark eyes came back up to Ai’Den’s before they shifted beyond, catching Ry’Ker’s own observation.


  “Are you done?” Ry’Ker asked, curious as to what Si’Bastian had been looking for.


  “He is young,” the sensualeer announced. “Why should I entrust my health to him?”


  Holding Si’Bastian’s stare as if Ai’Den weren’t standing between them, Ry’Ker countered, “How would you know his age?”


  “His skin. It is not yet hardened from years of living. Touch him and you will see. Or better yet, let me and I shall confirm it.”


  Ry’Ker knew just like every other Arcanian that sensualeers craved physicality. Their power fed off it as much as it did heightened emotions. To them, touch was essential, socialization critical, and for someone like Si’Bastian, who’d been isolated for years, Ry’Ker imagined he was accustomed to manipulating everyone within walking and talking distance the second they entered his domain.


  “I can ask him his age. I don’t need to touch him,” Ry’Ker announced while Ai’Den, who seemed rooted to the spot, said nothing. “And neither do you for that matter.”


  Si’Bastian gave a humorless chuckle as he raised his hands palms up and stepped forward, stopping when he reached the end of his leash. “It was merely a suggestion. I couldn’t touch him, Guard—even if I wanted to.”


  Having had enough of the taunts, Ry’Ker dismissed him to ask Ai’Den, “What do you need?”


  Ai’Den looked up at him and seemed completely unsettled. He understood. Si’Bastian had that effect—even on him.


  “I don’t need anything. I just wanted his permission.”


  Ry’Ker turned his head to see that Si’Bastian’s brow had risen and he’d gone back to leaning against the brick wall. He felt an immense sense of pleasure in knowing that he was about to do something that would really irritate the sensualeer.


  “Luckily for you,” Ry’Ker said, “you do not need Si’Bastian’s permission. You have mine. Make sure he’s of good health—from a distance. Then we will begin the removal of the left cuff.”


  Ry’Ker spun on his heel and was halfway across the room when he heard his name. He stopped, looked back over his shoulder, and heard Ai’Den ask, “Where are you going?”


  He let his eyes shift to Si’Bastian’s and responded clearly, “To get some alcohol. I’ve heard that removal of a cuff laden with mossfire bark is excruciating. Even someone such as the Prince here deserves something to ease the pain.”


  And with that, he exited the room, determined to hunt down some alcohol to ease his own damn mind.


  



  * * *


  



  Li’Am prodded the shoulder of the man in front of him, and as he stumbled down a step, he waited for him to right himself before they continued down the winding stairs to the cells below. He was a man on a mission, determined to uncover the secret wrapped up in his son, who was, for now, safe in the East tower.


  He grabbed a torch that was hanging on the wall at the base of the stairs and held it out in front of himself. Making his way down the narrow walkway, he heard the sound of dragging across dirt and stone as the occupants in the cells clambered to their feet and pushed toward the iron bars holding them prisoner.


  He knew that what he was doing was wrong. It was a risk, a monumental one, but it was one he was willing to take if it meant the survival of his people and the safety of his boy.


  The fact that his sisters had gone missing and Si’Bastian had been born on the same day could not have been a coincidence—of this he was certain. He’d become consumed with unraveling the mysteries surrounding his family, and with each day, month, and year that passed, he’d carefully honed the deceptive mask he currently wore. But the reality of what truly was, was anything but that which he presented.


  The shoulders of the prisoner shook, and Li’Am knew he feared what was about to happen. He didn’t blame him. The fear was something that had been instilled over years and years of tyranny, and it was so deeply rooted in their people that only something extraordinary could change it.


  As they continued down the dank hall, garbled threats reached his ears as they passed by each cage.


  You’ll die for this—


  I’ll happily kill you—


  Torture? Torture will hold new meaning for you—


  “Nothing shall change his fate—”


  Li’Am came to a stop at those unexpected words and turned to the guard standing watch outside one of the cells. The man was one he’d known for years—Finn. But today, he looked haggard, older than he’d been only days before. 


  He drew the prisoner to a halt and addressed the guard, who was studying him as if today were the first time they’d met.


  “What did you say?” Li’Am demanded of him.


  The familiar face he was looking at didn’t change expression as grim, black eyes held his in eerie silence, and Li’Am found himself doubting what he’d heard. He turned away, about to continue down the hall, when Finn once again dared to speak.


  “He is here by the will of the Guardians. Nothing will change his path. Not even you.”


  Li’Am spun back to face him and yanked the chains on the other man’s wrists. “You dare speak to me of my son as if I do not know him as you do?” he grated out, his tone menacing as he stepped so close to the guard that their boots touched. 


  Finn didn’t cower, didn’t even flinch. He merely returned the stare in a way that made Li’Am feel that his deception of reality had somehow taken a toll on his soul. He’d played his part for years, but as the anger rose inside him, he feared the darkness he’d had to portray had now begun to consume him.


  Disgust in himself flooded his conscience as he jerked the prisoner at his side to move forward. He staggered and tripped, but Li’Am’s patience had now worn thin—the sooner he got this done, the sooner he could get out of here and at least try to breathe. 


  What did he care what this guard thought of him? He would not let him shake his footing. He had a plan, a purpose, and Finn was not going to stop him.


  Not giving the guard another thought, he propelled the prisoner forward, and as they rounded the far end of the hall, they came to a large, rectangular room. In the center rested a single cot. He pushed the man to be seated on the stool that was situated by the door and peered inside to find the occupant. 


  His eyes scanned the darkness and then moved over to the barred window of the cell. The square opening provided the only light in the room and overlooked the vast waterfalls of which L’Mere sat upon the edge.  As the brightness of it blinded him, his eyes took a moment to adjust, and then he spotted her.


  The woman, who was standing in the shadows by the window, looked tired. Her shoulders weren’t quite as stiff as they usually were, not quite so proud, and when she turned to face him, her familial eyes found his and her lips curved in an acerbic smile.


  “Brother.” Her voice was chilling. 


  Li’Am knew that every day he kept her here his painful death was assured. But that was a fact he would deal with later. For now, there were other more pressing issues.


  “Seraphine.” 


  [image: Image]


  



  Seraphine looked at her brother on the opposite side of the bars holding her prisoner and imagined all the ways she planned to end him. She was still trying to work out how Li’Am had accomplished everything he had. He’d never been a particularly smart boy, but the man standing before her had clearly gained his knowledge from somewhere—or someone.


  She walked forward, past the cot in the room, and when she reached the bars, she could feel the magic that had been cast over them, pulsating like a life-force, warding her away. The spell had been woven in dark magic, and she could smell the scent of the mossfire bark that the metal had been soaked in.


  It was a spell to weaken, to disable her magic—it was a spell that had worked.


  Yes, Li’Am had knowledge, and she would see to it before he died that he spilled how he’d obtained it.


  “Welcome to my humble abode,” she greeted with a mock curtsy.


  Her brother’s sharp eyes watched her every move, and she took distinct pleasure in knowing that he was still wary of her, even with the precautions he’d taken.


  Then she let her eyes move to the other person who was seated on the stool outside her cell. He had his head bowed, and she noted the way his body shuddered every time he took a breath. He was terrified, and his fear—it was intoxicating.


  Seraphine licked her lips and brought her gaze back to her brother’s, wondering how far he would go to get what he wanted. It seemed he was more like her than she’d ever given him credit for.


  “You brought me a gift,” she said, bringing a hand to her neck. She scraped one of her nails along her bare flesh and enjoyed the slight sting of pain, which reminded her that, even without her powers, she was still very much alive.


  “He is not a gift. He is a tool. I want something, and to get it, I need you slightly stronger than useless.”


  It was interesting to her that Li’Am thought he held the power when, really, he was bargaining for the use of hers. In reality, Li’Am held nothing.


  “What makes you think I will do anything for you?”


  Li’Am walked over until he was standing directly before her. Then he gripped the bars, proving to her that, in here, he was the one calling the shots.


  “Believe it or not, sister, we want the same things.”


  Thinking he was not referring to his own death, Seraphine’s lip curled. “I highly doubt it.”


  Li’Am brought his face in close so his nose and lips were pressing between the bars. “I know you have the keys, and I know what you’re doing with them. I want what you want—to get inside the Tower.”


   His revelation was shocking. So much so that the man seated beside him was now looking up at the Commander with a look of confusion.


  Aww. Poor man. He’d thought that Li’Am would be the one to show mercy—apparently not.


  “And why would I help you? You have imprisoned me, brother. Even I did not stoop so low as to hold you captive.”


  Li’Am stepped away and said coolly, “This is not a negotiation. If you agree to this, I will set you free once I am inside.”


  Seraphine let out a scornful laugh and spread her hands. “Excuse me if I do not take your word for it.”


  “Seraphine,” Li’Am warned.


  “Yes, brother?”


  “You will not get what you want without cooperating with me.”


  “And you will not get what you want without me. So where does that leave us?”


  Li’Am clasped his hands before he spoke again. “It leaves me out here and you in there.” He looked down at the prisoner and ordered, “Come. We’re leaving.”


  As he stood, Seraphine noted his height and broad shoulders. Instantly, her sensualeer side was interested. She wanted to strip him of his clothes, run her hands down his long body, and sink down over him. She craved that feeling she knew she would get when she took him inside her. 


  The satisfaction of satiating the ache and recharging her powerless being caused her pulse to speed up, and she heard herself say, “He stays.” 


  Li’Am looked towards her, and the fear she’d sensed earlier in the other man returned.


  “Not unless you agree.”


  She knew the hunger was evident on her face. Her brother’s smug look verified it.


  “I agree to be your puppet—under one condition.”


  Li’Am narrowed his eyes and shoved the man who’d been beside him back down on the seat.


  “I, along with the fourth daughter, am brought to the Tower to place the final key. It is the only way I know you will keep your word and set me free.”


  She figured that whatever it was Li’Am was willing to go to such lengths for must be big because he nodded his agreement and then removed an object from a small, leather pouch. There, clutched in his palm, was something she’d taken great lengths to hide the minute she’d taken the role of Empress.


  It was an amulet. The only one known that could paralyze a sensualeer without the use of the mossfire bark. It was a weapon originally forged by the Guardians and passed down to each who ascended to keep a sense of balance between both races. 


  Her arms and legs locked up until she was frozen in place, and Li’Am reached for the lock on her cell door. The man on the seat let out a noise that could only be described as a whimper as the gate swung wide and Li’Am told him, “Get in.”


  The man remained seated, shaking his head from side to side, and Seraphine was curious just how far her brother would go. She soon got her answer. 


  Li’Am pulled the dagger from its sheath at his waist, and held it to the prisoner’s throat. “Get. In.”


  It seemed he valued his life more than his virtue because he stumbled to his feet, tripped, and fell when Li’Am shoved him inside her cell. As the door was shut and locked, Li’Am lowered the hand holding the amulet and placed it back in the pouch.


  “Do with him what you must. He killed one of the farmers who was still managing to survive out on the West plains. I’ll be back at nightfall to tell you what I need.”


  Seraphine looked down at the bound man on her floor and made her way towards him. She gathered her skirts in her hands and slowly began to raise them up her bare legs. As she stepped over his thighs, she saw his body vibrate and wondered for a split second if he’d gotten the same thrill from killing as she would from fucking him into a state of unconsciousness.


  “Li’Am?” she called out as she crouched over her prize. She glanced back at her brother as she ran a nail down the man’s shirt. “Don’t come back until morning. I won’t be done with him until then.”  


  “Very well.”


  And when Seraphine turned back to her ‘tool,’ she gave a smile and flicked open the button on his pants. 


  It was time to feed the hunger.


  



  * * *


  



  Kai couldn’t sleep.


  He’d been staring at the canopy of material over his bed for the last several hours and listening to the soft sighs coming from the woman lying beside him.


  Tonight had changed things for him. 


  When he’d first brought Naeve back to Claremont, his main reason had been to protect her. He’d wanted to keep her safe from Li’Am, his brother, and—of course—the threat of Seraphine. But as he continued replaying her words to him from earlier, he realized he’d merely brought her to a place full of a different kind of danger—men.


  He’d foolishly believed that Marcus could be trusted to watch over her in his absence. But it was clear that something much more binding would need to be in place for his men to know the gravity of their actions should they ever lay a hand upon what he considered his.


  He rolled to his side and studied the face, which was peaceful in sleep. Her blond hair was spread out around her head on the pillow, and she’d pulled the furs he had thrown over his bed under her chin. He reached out wanting to touch her fair skin, and when she rolled to her side and he saw the dark lines webbing across her temple, neck and chest, he lowered his hand back down to the covers.


  “Naeve,” he whispered. 


  When she didn’t wake, he repeated it a little louder. This time, her eyelashes fluttered and opened, and her blue eyes came into view. Her soft lips parted as she gave way to a small yawn, and when they came back together and she brought her hands up under her cheek, she looked at him with an expectant expression.


  “Are you feeling all right?” he inquired.


  She frowned at what he knew must have been his own expression of concern. “Yes. Why?”


  He touched the tips of his fingers to her cheek and explained, “The markings on your skin… They have expanded.”


  She rolled to her back and gripped the covers, raising them to look under. He heard a quick gasp as she quickly pulled the fur back down and moved to the other side of the bed, taking what was covering them both with her. Then she stood, and before he had a chance to move, she faced him.


  When she saw him lying there as naked as when he’d crawled into the bed an hour or so before, whatever words had been about to come out of her mouth…disappeared.


  Uncaring of his nudity, Kai sat up and looked at her. “Has it spread down your body? Farther than your chest?”


  With her hair disheveled all around her and her cheeks rosy and pink, Kai thought she looked adorable. Adorable and extremely beddable.


  “Naeve?”


  “Yes?” she answered in a guilty voice as she flushed an even deeper shade of red.


  “The markings. Have they spread further?”


  Clutching the fur as if it were a shield, she nodded, so Kai moved over to the edge of the bed. Then he swung his legs over the side and widened them slightly before gesturing with a crook of his fingers for her to come closer. When she swallowed, he wondered if she was about to run. But no, Naeve stepped between his naked thighs instead.


  Kai reached for the furs and she let them drop, revealing the markings trailing over her body. On the same side as her face and neck, the strange, black lines appeared now over her breast, ribs, and belly and stopped just shy of her hipbone. He touched the end of the shadowed line above her hip, and when her body tensed, he looked up to see her watching.


  “When you touch them, I swear I feel it inside me.”


  Kai licked his lips before he asked exactly what she meant.


  “It’s as if you are touching me between my thighs. It felt that way earlier too. Like an ache, a hunger, and when you touch it, I become crazed.”


  Kai drew his fingers away, but Naeve reached out to take them.


  “It’s the mark of the sensualeer,” he explained. “They are born with it. Usually, it is golden and traces their veins in a marking for all to see. It is to let others know who they are—beings governed by physicality and emotions, which is why yours are heightened right now. Add in that that marking is tainted and I don’t know what you should expect.”


  Naeve pulled his hand back to her skin, and as his fingers brushed up her side and over her ribs, she trembled. “I like it.”


  Kai’s mouth opened, and he was about to tell her that it wasn’t really her until she grasped his shoulders and placed a knee on the bed beside him, climbing onto his lap in a straddle. Wrapping an arm around her waist to steady her, he groaned when one of her hands snaked down between them to circle his cock.


  “It makes me feel…hot. Needy.” She gave him a squeeze before sighing, “Hungry,” against his lips.


  Kai closed his eyes and tried to tell himself that he should stop her. He should lift her from him, tell her to get dressed, and work out how to keep her safe. But when she started to rock against his shaft, any thoughts of stopping her were discarded.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve closed her eyes as she held Kai’s shoulder and undulated against his body. She felt as if her skin were pulsating, throbbing all over, and the only relief she would get would be to have him pounding into her over and over until she could explode around him.


  His hands came down to clutch her bare ass, and when he tugged her close, she removed her hand from between them and held on to his other shoulder. Leaning back, she let out a moan when the position rubbed her clit against his hardened flesh, and when one of his hands came up to cup her breast, she bucked against him, wanting him inside.


  “Oh yeah. God. Just like that,” she panted, rolling her hips, trying to relieve the ache. She felt the fingers Kai had on her ass digging in hard as he bent down and sucked her nipple between his lips, and that was when she just about lost it.


  She could feel her pussy clenching, wanting something inside it, and somewhere in the back of her mind, she was aware that she’d never felt this way before. Not ever. But this desperation, this need to be filled, was one she couldn’t ignore any longer.


  “Now, Kai. I need… Ahh…I need it.”


  She felt his lips leave her skin, and then his strong thighs bunched under her ass as he stood and turned them around. With little decorum, he threw her onto the bed, pushed her knees to her chest, and spread her wide before he thrust his cock inside her.


  The cry that left her throat should have alarmed her—that she could ever feel such emotion, such raw, carnal hunger for another. But the fact that it was Kai, and the way her body seemed to ignite under his hands, did not surprise her in the least.


  She cupped her breasts and squeezed them together as he watched, and then she pinched her hard nipples as he pulled back and slammed into her once more. Gasping at the rough treatment, she reveled in the way it made her feel as her body tightened around him. 


  Kai’s muscles strained as he held her legs apart, and his abs tensed with every flex of his hips. When he looked down to watch the way he slid in and out of her greedy body, his hair fell forward and shadowed his face.


  Naeve closed her eyes, blocking the intense man focused on taking her, and let her emotions drag her under. She jammed her hips up and twisted her sensitive nipples as she bit her bottom lip and then loudly screamed Kai’s name. 


  The orgasm was brain destroying, and the heat of his come shooting thick and hot inside her was like a balm on a burn. 


  She’d soothed the sting for the moment, but she could already feel it coming back.
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  Ry’Ker tracked down two bottles of the strongest ale he could find and was making his way back up to Ai’Den and the sensualeer. He knew that what was about to happen wouldn’t be pretty. Li’Am had explained that removing the cuff from Si’Bastian would not only be painful, but it would take hours for the effects to wear off.


  So why would he do this to his own son? It was still a question he didn’t find he had a satisfactory answer for.


  He was halfway up the stairs to the chambers when one of his guards ran up after him.


  “Ry’Ker, you must come quickly.”


  He turned to see Niall leaning against the wall, slumped over, his hands on his knees. He was breathing hard, as though he’d run for days, and as Ry’Ker came back down to stop before him, he could see the worry on his face.


  “What is it?”


  Pulling himself up to stand straight, he faced him with a grim look but said nothing.


  “Speak, Niall. What is it?”


  Glancing at his feet and then back to him, Niall took a deep breath and then spoke. “The women, sir. They are gone.”


  



  * * *


  



  “This is a really stupid idea.”


  Siobhan turned to face Fiona, who was standing between her and Audra. They’d just finished climbing down from the two-story window of their prison via the crude sheets that’d been on their beds and now had their backs pressed up against the outside of the kitchen’s wall.


  “Well, I didn’t see you coming up with anything better,” Siobhan hissed before she stuck her head out to peer around the corner.


  “In case it slipped your attention,” Fiona whispered, “you’ve been unconscious for the last couple of days.”


  Shifting back out of sight, Siobhan frowned at her two sisters. “I know, and now, I have some weird disease. I was there for the play-by-play from Sir Lancelot. But if it’s all the same to you two, I’d like to find Naeve and get the hell out of here.” Then she thought, Wherever the hell here might be.


  Audra reached across and tugged on the jacket she’d shrugged back into. “Maybe we should go back. That other man—he helped. Maybe he can heal you. You know, the one with the—”


  “Goat? No, thanks. I’d rather take my chances. We need to find Naeve, knock some sense into her, and work out how to get home.”


  “You don’t understand, Siobhan,” Fiona stressed. “Wherever we are, these men… They carry weapons. As in knives and swords.”


  “Well, it seems like the men have underestimated us. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be standing outside the room they locked us in.”


  “I’m just saying—”


  Siobhan heard the footfalls of men and pressed her finger to Fiona’s lips. She quieted immediately. The three of them silently stood in the shadows as several men dressed in strange-looking pants and billowy tops walked by. To her, it looked like they were at some kind of Renaissance festival.


  When it seemed they were in the clear, Fiona finished her thought. “I’m just saying, I don’t know what they’ll do to us if we’re caught. That Ry’Ker guy threatened me the first night we met. And the guy that has Naeve? He’s just—”


  “Scary,” Audra supplied. “He wouldn’t let us anywhere near her the night in the forest when he brought you two to meet the rest of us.”


  “Wait… I’ve seen this guy?” Siobhan asked.


  “No. You were unconscious,” Audra said. “And then he knocked Fiona out and tied her hands up.”


  “Hmm,” Siobhan murmured, brushing a piece of hair behind her ear. “Then we need to get a sword.”


  “Are you out of your mind?” Fiona demanded under her breath. “We don’t know what to do with a sword.”


  “No, we don’t. But how hard can it be? At least, that way, it’ll even the playing field.”


  Fiona shook her head as though she thought the idea crazy. But if she was going to run into this Ry’Ker guy—or worse, the other one—it wouldn’t hurt to have a weapon for defense.


  “Okay, it looks like the guy down between those buildings is drinking pretty heavily. I bet I can sneak up behind him if you”—she gestured to Audra—“step out in front and shock the shit out of him.”


  “Why me?” she protested weakly.


  “Because Fiona said everyone seems to be getting tongue-tied around you. You look just like Mom, and that magic guy said he knew her, right? Where is he, by the way? Typical. When he’s needed, he’s nowhere in sight.”


  “They did something to him,” Fiona said softly. “I don’t know what. The last time we saw him, he was on the ground and chained up like some kind of animal.”


  God, Siobhan thought. None of this makes any sense at all. Out loud, she said, “Okay. The sooner we get the hell out of here the better. Right?”


  “Right,” her sisters agreed.


  Siobhan took another quick look around the corner. “On the count of three, we go. One. Two. Three.”


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve turned her head on the pillow and watched Kai as he lay beside her. She was facedown on the mattress, and the lethargy in her arms and legs was a welcome relief. 


  Ever since Kai had first touched her in the dining room, her body had felt tense, consumed with cravings she didn’t understand. She knew desire, had known the sweet pull of it before. But this ache she felt for Kai—it was unlike anything she’d ever known. 


  He was stretched out on his side with his back to her, and she found herself reaching for the scar she’d touched earlier. How had he gotten it? It looked painful, the scar tissue a light pink compared to the coffee tone of the rest of his skin, and as she drew her finger along the raised flesh, she felt his muscles shift.


  Snatching her hand back, she pulled it under herself as he rolled over to face her. When his grey eyes found hers, Naeve’s heart sped up.


  “How are you still awake? Are you not tired?”


  “I am,” she said. “I just have so much going on in my head. I can’t seem to turn it off.”


  He ran a gentle hand down the hair touching her cheek. “Is there anything I can do to help ease your mind?”


  The one thing she wanted was something he wouldn’t allow, so she didn’t even bother voicing it—for now. Instead, she changed the subject.


  “How did you get the scar on your back?”


  His features turned stony, and Naeve was reminded of how harsh he could look when he wanted to. The combination of the dark hair, stubble, and rigid, high cheekbones all came together to make him look like a fearsome warrior. Yet he was the one person here she no longer feared at all.


  “It happened a long time ago.” He rolled to his back, appearing to be deep in thought. “The year that I should have been training for the Guard.”


  “The Guard?” she asked, moving to sit up in the bed. 


  He turned his head to face her, and she crossed her legs, holding the covers over her.


  “Yes. The Imperial Guard. My brother and I were recruited as youngins and knew we would one day serve under the Commander, Li’Am. Your uncle.”


  “Wait,” she said and thought back to the day before. “The same man you were fighting with at the castle? The one who hurt Si’Bastian?”


  “Yes,” he agreed. “The one who granted your release to me. That is Li’Am. He is your uncle and Bastian’s father.”


  “His father?”


  “Yes, his father.”


  Naeve knew she sounded disgusted, but she couldn’t help it. What she’d seen that day… For a father to do that to his son… She didn’t understand. 


  “But he hurt him. Si’Bastian was unconscious.”


  “Yes. You have to understand, Naeve. Bastian is different. Many fear him because of it.”


  “Even his own father?”


  “Especially his father.”


  It seemed as if Kai didn’t want to say anything more about it, but she was curious. 


  “Did Li’Am give you that scar?”


  Kai looked away from her to stare at the canopy above the bed. “No. My brother did.”


  She clutched the fur at her chest and sucked in a shocked breath. Kai must’ve heard though, because his eyes found hers and his lips were stretched in a grim line.


  “Your brother. He was the other man at the Castle, wasn’t he?”


  The side of his mouth quirked but there was no humor there. It was more mocking than anything else.


  “Yes. He was the one holding a sword to my back.”


  Naeve remembered the soldier who’d looked like— “The knight?”


  Kai frowned at her as if he didn’t understand.


  “The one wearing all the armor,” she clarified.


  “Yes,” he nodded. “Ry’Ker is Li’Am’s Head Guard.”


  She frowned when she realized those were the two men Kai had left her sisters with and felt an uncontrollable rage sweep over her. 


  “Then why did you leave my sisters with them?” she yelled. “If he did that to you and Li’Am will hurt his own son, who knows what they’re going to do to them.”


  Kai sat up and cupped her chin, angling her face so they were eye to eye. “Do you trust me?”


  She could feel her agitation growing at his avoidance of the question, but it was clear he wasn’t going to move forward without an answer, so she reluctantly gave in.


  “Yes.” This close, she saw his eyes dilate, and knew her answer pleased him.


  “Li’Am needs you all alive. This I know, so nothing is going to happen to your sisters. Ry’Ker’s job is to watch them, to protect them. And if anyone is capable of that, it is him. As for him harming them as he did me, he won’t do that.”


  “How can you be sure? Look what he did to his own brother.”


  “I know,” Kai agreed gravely. “But he did it only after much provocation on my behalf.”


  “What could possibly justify the scar you have along your back?”


  His jaw bunched as he swallowed, and the words he spoke next weren’t ones she could have ever predicted.


  “I killed our mother.”


  



  * * * 


   


  Siobhan crept down the side of the building and picked a rock up off the ground. She could feel her heart racing and wondered if she had the fortitude to go through with this. 


  Yes, she could do it. She had to. Her sisters were depending on her.


  With a quick glance over her shoulder to make sure she wasn’t being followed, she dashed between the two buildings and made her way along the inside wall. 


  The light that had been shining through the clouds disappeared, and the darkness, which replaced it, now cloaked the courtyard in shadows. All that lit the way were the torches perched inside barrels and some that hung on the walls.


  She’d told Fiona and Audra to wait until they saw her behind the man who was lounging against a cart. As she came to the opening, she bit her lip between her teeth and reminded herself that this was the only choice they had.


  She spotted Fiona, and when their eyes met, she jerked her head in a signal for them to go. Crouching down behind the cart, she watched as Audra stepped into view. Then Audra waited for the man to spot her, and when he did, it was more than obvious.


  He sat up, swayed forward, and the words that fell from his mouth were jumbled. “Ohhh…oh my. I’m dead. No…I must be…infected, ill… Why else would I see such a vision?”


  Siobhan could tell by the look on Audra’s face that she was extremely uncomfortable with what was happening, and as the man stumbled towards her, Audra’s eyes flicked up to find hers with a look that screamed, Hurry!


  Siobhan moved out from her hiding spot, and as he reached for Audra, she came up behind him and raised her hand with the rock. Before she could think better of it, she brought it down hard against his head. 


  The man fell between her and Audra like a sack of potatoes, and as they looked at one another, Siobhan turned the rock over and saw blood on the stone.


  Instead of the remorse she thought she would feel, a dark thrill of victory coursed through her veins.


  



  * * *


  



  Ry’Ker barged through the door of the East tower without stopping to knock. Ai’Den, who was sitting on the table inside, got to his feet but said nothing. That was a smart move on his behalf because Ry’Ker wasn’t sure he wouldn’t lose it on the next person who spoke.


  He marched across the room without a word, and when he reached the man seated on the floor, he looked down and demanded, “Get up.”


  When Si’Bastian merely glared at him, he felt his temper snap. He bent down, gripped the sensualeer’s shirt and arm, and hauled him to his feet. With no food in him and being chained to the wall, Si’Bastian was at a distinct disadvantage, but Ry’Ker was beyond caring.


  The women had escaped, and his evening had just gotten thoroughly cocked up. He’d sent his guards out to find them, and his next plan, although risky, was one he couldn’t avoid.  Especially if it meant not having to report back to Li’Am that they’d failed.


  “Ry’Ker…”


  His name came as a low warning from the man behind him, but the one in front of him continued to look at him with insolence. 


  “The women,” he barked out. “Can you get inside their heads?”


  Si’Bastian’s eyes darkened, and instead of answering, he lowered his gaze to the hand Ry’Ker had on his arm.


  “Answer me,” Ry’Ker demanded, and when Si’Bastian’s eyes came back to his, they narrowed slightly.


  “Why? Did you lose something important, Guard?”


  Refusing to reply, he asked again, “Can you get inside their heads? Yes or no?”


  Closing his eyes, Si’Bastian let his head fall back as he took in a deep breath, and Ry’Ker felt his body vibrate between his hands. When he realized what was happening, he instantly released the sensualeer and backed away.


  The laugh that emerged from Si’Bastian was low and enticing, and as it filled the room, Ry’Ker saw Ai’Den step beside him, drawn to the sensualeer’s pull. He reached out and grabbed the healer’s arm, stopping him from continuing towards the man chained to the wall.


  In his moment of anger, Ry’Ker had forgotten the rules. He’d forgotten that, even though Si’Bastian was drugged, his being was fueled by touch, not food, and when he’d put his hands on him, he’d revived the starving side—the sensual side that had been repressed.


  “Well, I guess you won’t know what I can do until you unchain me.”


  And even though that had been the plan all along, it now seemed to Ry’Ker like the worst idea imaginable.
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  Siobhan crouched down over the man at her feet and reached across his body for the sword. Then she wrapped her fingers around the cool, iron handle and jerked it out of its holder before sliding it free.


  Damn, it’s heavy, was her first thought as she straightened, lowering it down by her side. The second was, How the hell do I use it?


  “God, Siobhan,” Fiona muttered, marching over to them. “You didn’t have to hit him so hard. He’s bleeding everywhere.”


  The gash on the man’s head was bleeding profusely. 


  When they had first discussed the plan, she’d mentioned knocking him out, but as she’d moved forward on tiptoes and seen the worry on Audra’s face, something else had taken over—a dark urge to hurt him for having put that look in her sister’s eyes.


  “I didn’t mean to. I wasn’t sure how much force to use, and it’s not like I would have gotten a second chance.”


  Audra was twisting her fingers and worrying. “Do you think he’ll die?”


  “No,” Siobhan snapped. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


  “Well, we can’t just leave him here,” she pointed out.


  With a put-out sigh, Siobhan looked at the cart the man had been leaning up against and saw a flask. Making her way over to it, she picked it up and took a sniff. 


  Shit smells like gas fumes.


  “Here. We’ll make sure we’re out of sight and then throw this into the courtyard. That way, someone will come looking for him. Will that ease your mind?”


  “Don’t be a smartass, Siobhan. She’s just worried,” Fiona defended.


  “I know she is. So am I, but we need to leave without anyone seeing us. We don’t have time to worry about this guy.”


  Fiona reluctantly agreed and took Audra by the elbow, leading them to the end of the two buildings. They’d spotted an opening in the wall when they’d been looking out the window above the kitchen. 


  That was their goal—to get out of the main castle grounds—and that opening was their best option.


  



  * * *


  



  Bastian kept his eyes on the guard and wondered what was about to occur. He could tell that Ry’Ker was aware of what had happened and why, but he was curious as to what kind of response that would prompt.


  The healer was being held in place by the guard’s firm grip, and Bastian realized just how much pleasure he was taking from having his father’s minion off course. And that’s exactly what Ry’Ker was—way off course.


  “Leave.” Ry’Ker commanded to Ai’Den and pushed him towards the door. “Go and help find the women. I will be out shortly. Speak of this to no one.”


  Ai’Den silently walked to the door, and Bastian wondered if Ry’Ker meant ‘do not speak of the women’ or ‘do not speak of him.’


  As the door to his chambers opened and then closed again, he returned his attention to the only other occupant in the room—Ry’Ker.


  “So, you did lose the women.”


  “I lost no one.”


  The amount of pride and arrogance in those four words spoke volumes on Ry’Ker’s character, and Bastian found it interesting that he’d been accused of exactly the same traits earlier.


  “I think you’re lying.”


  “And I think you should shut your mouth.”


  Bastian leaned back against the wall and absently scratched at his shoulder. He caught Ry’Ker’s eyes shift there, wary and intense, before they came back up to lock with his own.


  “You know, for someone who just asked if I could help him, you are not being very persuasive, Guard.”


  “You lost your usefulness when you stated you didn’t know how helpful you could be.”


  He pretended to mull that over and then shook his head. “You’re still lying. You’re afraid to release me.”


  When Ry’Ker’s eyes turned to slits, Bastian knew he’d struck a nerve.


  “When did you first feel it?” he asked, letting his eyes wander down Ry’Ker’s white shirt and black leather jerkin, which was laced to the middle of his chest and matched his pants. “When did you feel your energy feeding mine?”


  Ry’Ker clenched his fists by his sides, leading Bastian to believe he was still feeling the effects from the contact. 


  “I’ll not let you play me, sensualeer. You think I’m not aware of what your kind does, what feeds your power?”


  Bastian could tell he was trying to appear undisturbed by what had taken place, but Ry’Ker’s entire demeanor had changed.


  “Unchain my arms.” He gave the demand in a voice he didn’t recognize. Not since having been locked away. Not ever. 


  “That was never an option and you know it.”


  “Then unchain the one hand just as you said you would.”


  Ry’Ker sized him up, and Bastian wanted to know what he was thinking. The disgust etched into his features made it clear that it was not something particularly pleasant.


  “And then what? I’m to bring you someone for you to whore all over until you are fully functioning?”


   Bastian took immense pleasure in the guard taking a full step back as he stepped forward. Ahh, the first sign of weakness is showing your fear.


  “If you want me to find the missing women, then yes, your best option is what you suggest. However, it is perhaps not as crude as you would imagine. I merely need contact, as in a brief touch. Really, your mind is quite dark, Ry’Ker. Is that why you keep it locked away?”


  He knew he was getting under the other man’s skin, because the anger coursing through his veins was evident in the reddish tinge now hitting his cheeks.


  “Eat something,” the guard demanded, “and I’ll bring you what you need.”


  Ry’Ker turned and walked towards the door, and as he reached for the handle, Bastian couldn’t help himself.


  “The healer would do nicely. He’s so malleable.”


  Ry’Ker didn’t bother with an answer. He merely pulled open the door as though he wanted to rip it from its hinges and then stormed outside.


  



  * * *


  



  Stomping down the stairs away from the East tower, Ry’Ker made his way outside to the courtyard. Night had descended, and as he passed by the men who lounged against the walls while they drank, he made sure to glare at them so they each scurried off into the shadows.


  Little pissants. 


  He was fuming mad. Not only was he irritated with the guards who’d let the women escape, he was also mad at himself for having inadvertently given the sensualeer the upper hand.


  He let his eyes adjust to the darkness as they scanned over the men milling about. This was the time of day they were usually settling in. Locking the gates, eating a warm meal, and making sure no threat breached the walls. 


  And what was he doing? Chasing down three puny women who were trying to escape these very walls. Stupid women. 


  Didn’t they realize the dangers beyond the castle? Not only were they risking his wrath, but they also risked their virtue from the men beyond the Commander’s reach. Oh well. What could he do if they wanted to be reckless?


  Then he thought of Si’Bastian… Yes. He was the key here, the solution. 


  If he could work out a way to get the sensualeer’s mind-reading ability up and functioning, then they’d be able to track them down. That, however, meant risking other abilities reemerging—strengthening. 


  It also meant putting someone else besides himself in harm’s way.


  “Ry’Ker?”


  The voice came from behind him, and when he turned and spotted Ai’Den, he remembered the way he’d been unable to resist the pull Si’Bastian had projected and knew that most would have reacted the same way.


  “Ry’Ker? Where would you have me search?”


  Right… The women. 


  “Do a perimeter sweep. Take my horse and get Niall to go with you. If the three of them have made it outside the walls, I have to believe they are armed—or we need to retrain our men on hand-to-hand combat.”


  Ai’Den nodded his understanding and made a move to leave. Before he was one step away, Ry’Ker said his name.


  “Ai’Den?”


  The healer looked over his shoulder at him with a questioning expression.


  “Did you sense anything from the Prince? Is he in good health? I didn’t get a chance to ask earlier.”


  Ai’Den came back to stop in front of him and frowned. “The strangest thing about that…”


  “Yes?” Ry’Ker questioned, moving closer to the man.


  “I couldn’t sense any kind of living signature from him. Nothing. It was similar to that of the redhead’s earlier. But unlike hers, where I sensed death…with him…”


  Ry’Ker waited, not realizing he had been holding his breath until he demanded, “What? What did you sense from him?”


  “I am not even certain,” he murmured.


  Ry’Ker grabbed his arms, shaking him. “Tell me.”


  “I can’t. I’ve never felt anything like that before.”


  Relieved for the moment that Ai’Den seemed none the wiser to the man locked away, he released his hold on him and was even more resolute in his decision to keep Si’Bastian away from fresh eyes. Eyes with questions—questions he’d been forbidden to disclose answers to.


  “Go. Search the perimeter with the men. They may need you when they find the women.”


  With a quick nod, Ai’Den turned and then made his way across the courtyard to the stables to retrieve his horse. Ry’Ker stared up at the closed window of the tower and knew what must be done.


  It was the exact thing he’d dreaded for as long as he could remember.


  



  * * * 


  



  “What do you mean you killed your mother?”


  Kai heard the question, but as he looked into the disbelieving eyes, he wished he could avoid it. He didn’t want to retell this story—certainly not to her. 


  Dragging his eyes from hers, he stood from the bed. Discarding the covers, he let the cold stone of the floor make his feet ache as he walked to the window. The shutters were closed, and as he unlatched and pushed them open, he felt the punishing, cool air hit his naked flesh. It was icy, immediately dampening any desire he may have had to go back and take the woman on the bed.


  “Kai?”


  Her voice was uncertain as he heard the covers on the bed move under her weight. He looked over his shoulder at her and saw that she was kneeling on his side with the furs held to her breasts.


  The shame that hit him in that moment was the most consuming kind he’d felt since the day of the act itself. How could he explain to her, to this stranger in his bed, that he had had to drive his sword through his mother’s heart? That she’d begged him to?


  He looked away, back out into the darkness. “We are very different, Naeve.” He thought about how idiotic that statement was. 


  Clearly, she felt the same way. “I realize that. I’m trying to understand.”


  “Trying to understand what?” he bit out and turned back to face her. “That you just let a murderer inside your body?”


  “No,” she denied. 


  Kai could see that the thought hadn’t actually occurred to her until he had said it. But now that he had…


  “Is that why you live all the way out here?” she asked. “Are you wanted for murder?”


  “I live here because it is my home.”


  “And because you aren’t allowed at L’Mere?”


  Kai’s fingers dug into the ledge of the windowsill as he grated out, “I’m allowed to enter L’Mere. I was there with you, was I not?”


  She seemed to think over that and nodded, “Yes, but—”


  “But what?” he thundered, marching back over to the bed. Gripping her chin, he tilted it back so she was forced to look up at him. “But my brother threatened my life? And so did the Commander? Yes, they did. And they do that not because I ended my mother’s life, but because I had the nerve to.”


  He saw tears welling in her eyes, and he wondered at the cause of them, but he was already too far in, too deep within his own darkness to stop or show mercy. If his little rabbit wanted the gory details, then she would hear them from him. Others would only tell vicious rumors and lies, too blinded by tales of his desertion to see in him one of their own kind.


  “She was dying, Naeve. Infected by this wretched curse. One of her men, our men, turned on her. They stabbed her right where I told you to.” He reached down and touched her side. “In the soft spot…her gut. But she was smart and quick, and she managed to draw her weapon to slice open his jugular. Even wounded, my mother was a fighter…”


  Naeve blinked up at him and a tear rolled out of the corner of her eye, but Kai schooled his features into the hardened face he’d been wearing for years. He didn’t think he remembered how to feel sorrow.


  “Ry’Ker and I had been away training at L’Mere. We returned that day to an empty house and a trail of blood—her blood. And it led to her room, where she’d barricaded the door. I remember the pain in my shoulder as both Ry’Ker and I rammed against the wood, trying as hard as we could to enter her chambers. And finally, it worked and opened a crack.”


  He released the hold he had on her chin and moved to sit down on the bed next to her. Still naked, he would’ve thought the air would bother him, but he realized that all he felt was numb as he recalled the darkest hours of his life to the warm, vibrant woman beside him.


  “We ran inside to see her crumpled in a ball. Curled in the corner of her room, clutching her side. There was blood everywhere… So much blood.” He felt a small hand touch his shoulder but was too far inside his memories to acknowledge it. “I got to her first. Ry’Ker… He stayed by the door, rooted to the spot…” His voice trailed off as he revisited that day, that moment in time he was so careful to avoid…


  



  “Mala’Kai…”


  “Mother,” he said as he rushed over to her side, his feet slipping slightly underneath him as he stepped into the pool of blood, which had spread out beside her. 


  Her hair was a disheveled mess of inky black around her face, and her ivory-colored gown was stained crimson. Crouching down beside her, Kai placed his hand over hers, but she shook her head adamantly and scooted away, wincing at the pain from her wound.


  “Do not touch me…and you must not touch my blood.”


  Kai looked down at his boots and then back at her with questioning eyes. “Mother?”


  “I’ve been infected, son…” 


  As her words trailed off, he frantically thought back to the latest report at L’Mere. Their home, Claremont, was said to be one of the remaining havens, one of the places where the water still ran clean.


  “How?”


  “I…” she started and then sucked in a sharp breath from the obvious pain.


  “Shh. It doesn’t matter,” he tried to tell her, but as he stared at her colorless face, he swore he would find out. Then he glanced back at Ry’Ker, who was still standing where he’d originally stopped. “Don’t just stand there, brother. Come closer. Can’t you see she is dying?”


  Ry’Ker’s eyes, the same as those of his own, moved over her in a frantic search, almost as though he were looking for a way to make it not so. When it appeared he wouldn’t be moving anytime soon, Kai looked back to his ailing mother.


  “What can I do?” He wanted to ease her suffering, go for help if need be. But before he could suggest it, she uttered words he couldn’t quite believe.


  “End it.”


  The words were so quiet that he thought he’d imagined them at first, but when his eyes found hers, he knew he had not. The resolve in them was clear. She’d made her decision and she was asking it of him.


  “Mother…”


  “Mala’Kai, do not fret. It is okay. This is what I want.”


  He looked at her, unbelieving of the request she was making of him. “Mother…no. There has to be another way.”


  She shook her head sadly. “There is not. And even if there were, the infection alone puts you and Ry in harm’s way, and I would ask the same thing. But with this…” 


  She drew her hands away, and blood began to seep from the cut in her dress. The hiss of pain pulled her parched lips into a grimace and had him once again reaching for her.


  “No, Mala’Kai,” she warned, and he snatched his hand away. Lowering her voice to a whisper, she made her case once more. “This is the only way. You are the only one I could ask. With your father gone, you are the head of Claremont. You have been in training. You know how to do this swiftly. I need you to do this, Kai.”


  Her eyes shifted beyond him to where he knew Ry’Ker stood. Her request was unknown to the boy standing behind him, and as Kai reached for the hilt of his sword, she nodded.


  “Ry…” she murmured, stretching a hand out to his brother. Kai stood aside, understanding what she was about to do. “Come here to me, my sweet, sweet boy.”


  Ry’Ker walked stiffly across the chambers to where she was seated, and she gestured for him to come over to her right side. She looked up at him and gave a weak smile that barely touched her eyes. 


  “I’m glad that you are here.”


  “Mother…we need to…we need to get the healer,” Ry’Ker stammered as he lowered himself down in front of her. 


  “No,” she told him softly, shaking her head with that tight-lipped smile. “I am okay. I don’t feel any pain.”


  Kai knew that was a lie. There was no blood in her cheeks, no color at all as it continued to drain all over the ground underneath their feet. She leaned back, angling herself so her chest was wide open to him—a clear target.


  “You’re here, and so is your brother. That is all I need.”


  Ry’Ker’s body shook as he looked at her, and Kai knew that his brother was crying. He could feel the bile rising in his throat at what he knew he was about to do.


  “Mother,” Ry’Ker’s voice broke as a sob escaped. “You will die.”


  “I’m dying already, but I can go now. You are both back home. Back where you should be. Together.”


  “No!” He moved to touch her. 


  But this time, it was Kai who heard himself say, “Ry’Ker, don’t.”


  As his brother turned to face him, Kai’s eyes found his mother’s and she gave a swift nod. That was when he brought the sword down to the left side of her chest and did as she’d requested.


  He ended it.


  



  [image: Image]


  



  Li’Am didn’t remember taking a breath until he stormed through the door of his chambers, which were situated in the West wing of L’Mere. 


  He shut the door behind him and strode over to stop before the full-length mirror in his room, where he placed his hand on the frame and bowed his head. With reluctant eyes, he looked up at the reflection facing him and was surprised at what he saw.


  There, in front of him, wasn’t the monster he’d expected to see. It was just…him.


  He narrowed his eyes as he inspected his face, wondering if he was missing something. He had to be, didn’t he? How could he be doing what he was and not have it reflect outwardly in some way?


  But no, there was no hint, no trace of the atrocities he’d committed.


  Revolted with the relief he felt, he dropped his hand and spun away from the damning reflection. Then he walked over to the window of his room and gazed out into the night. The stars had stopped twinkling months before—another sign that the Guardians were weakening. 


  A sign that their land was indeed wasting away as it was being choked by Seraphine’s hatred.


  The flicker of light across the courtyard caught his eye, and he found himself looking at the East tower—the tower he’d ‘banished’ his son to many years ago.


  Si’Bastian. 


  He knew his son thought he kept him locked away for malicious reasons. That, however, was not the case. He kept Si’Bastian secluded because he was in danger of revealing everything he was without even knowing it. 


  The boy was better off not knowing all the facts. If he thought he hated him, then so be it. At least then he wouldn’t question his imprisonment. Which was exactly what Li’Am needed because he didn’t yet possess the answers that would keep his boy safe.


  He was still missing something. He just didn’t know what yet.


  The night Bastian had been born, his mother had passed only minutes after. She’d reached for her babe, and the nursemaid had brought him to her, wrapped in cloth as she patted down his tiny head. He’d been wailing, sucking in gulps of air for the first time in his tiny lungs, as his little fists flailed about, finally free of the confines of the warm haven of his mother’s womb.


  “Here he is, Sinead. A beautiful, healthy boy.”


  Sinead had brought him in close to her chest and rested him down between her breasts as she cooed to him words of comfort. Li’Am recalled the way he’d felt as he’d watched his wife and child. He’d felt peaceful—until she brushed her hand down their child’s back, pushing the cloth from his skin.


  There, weaved in intricate gold at the top of his son’s spine, was a marking unlike any he’d seen on flesh before—and just when he’d been about to mention it to Sinead, her fingers trailed up and over the blemish and a brilliant light exploded in the room.


  He remembered nothing beyond that…except waking to find the nursemaid collapsed and lifeless by the side of the bed and Sinead with their son crying against her breast. Her arms had lain limp by her sides, her chest no longer moving with each breath because she no longer had any. 


  Bastian’s arms had continued pumping, his feet kicking with life, and as Li’Am made himself move to Sinead’s side, he noticed on the back of his little hand a marking he knew all too well—it was that of the sensualeer. 


  His son was marked, just as his sister Seraphine was—but he was marked twice.


  For hours, they remained like that—him by his dead wife’s side and his child screaming for a mother who was no longer.


  Since that day, he’d devoted his life to discovering what the marking that was etched into the top of Bastian’s spine was. What powers did he hold that were so great that, within seconds of being born and touched, he’d killed two, including his mother—not that Bastian would ever know it was his flesh that had done that. As far as he was aware, it had been due to childbirth. 


  Since there’d been no one left to contradict that point, Li’Am had seen no harm in keeping it from his boy. He had learned to hate him for other reasons in the end anyhow.


  Li’Am turned his back on the window and thought to himself how much it would hurt Bastian to have the mossfire cuff removed. He wished he could save him that pain, but he must continue along this path if he was to gain the answers. 


  Maybe then, he’d be forgiven.


  He’d lived the life of a lie, one where the world thought he feared his sensualeer son, that he despised him, when, actually, he was doing everything in his power to understand him—to help him understand himself.


  He wanted to keep his boy safe, to give him answers, even if it meant losing his own life in the process.


  



  * * *


  



  Siobhan looked out into the endless darkness and wondered, What now? They’d actually managed to get free of the castle’s walls. 


  “What now?” Fiona asked, mirroring her thoughts exactly.


  How was she supposed to know? 


  Her first goal had been getting out of the room—check, they’d done that. Second goal, getting out of the castle walls—check, done that too. Hell, why not add in the third goal to acquire a heavy-as-shit sword to wave around and hopefully scare passersby—check, got that in the bag also.


  She turned to face Fiona and gave a quick shrug, hoping to appear confident at least. She knew her sisters were counting on her to be the ‘brave one,’ so she could do that. Right?


  “We find Naeve.”


  “Sure,” Fiona drawled softly. “Just like that.”


  “Yes, just like that.” 


  Siobhan looked around and noticed that their only real option was to head toward the woods to their left. If they moved straight forward or to the right, there was nowhere to hide. It was wide-open land.


  “What was the guy’s name who took her?”


  “Kai,” Audra spoke up. “His name was Mala’Kai.”


  “Right. Well, we need to find him. Surely someone else in this place will know who he is.”


  Fiona shook her head as if she thought the idea a horrible one. “I’m not sure we should be walking around, asking for this guy. He wasn’t exactly the ‘protection inspiring’ kind. More likely the type who would have us dragged to his place and thrown in a dungeon.”


  Siobhan rolled her eyes. “Really? A dungeon?”


  “Yeah, a dungeon,” Fiona stressed. “You don’t think a place like this would have one? It’s a goddamn castle, Siobhan. Wake up. Wherever the hell we are, the dungeons they have here wouldn’t be the plush ‘sex club’ kind.” 


  “Okay, okay,” Siobhan relented. Fiona was right; they needed a plan, but what? “What if we make our way over to the woods? When we’re there, we can think of what to do next.”


  Audra nodded, agreeing with her.


  “Okay. Let’s stick close to the wall, and then we’ll have to make a run for it.”


  “I don’t like this,” Fiona protested feebly.


  “We don’t have a choice,” Siobhan said. “We need to find Naeve and get the hell out of here.”


  “Fine. Let’s do this. The longer we wait, the more likely it is someone will come for us.”


  Siobhan watched her two sisters start off in the direction they’d agreed on and knew already that, if there were, in fact, soldiers or guards or whatever the hell these men called themselves protecting the castle, they were already after them.


  



  * * *


  



  Naeve shifted until she was sitting beside Kai on the bed. He hadn’t moved since he’d finished talking, and that had been several minutes ago. His hands were fisted and resting on his thighs, his back straight and stiff, his jaw clenched as if he were waiting for the devil himself to come and drag him to Hell.


  But he’d already been there, Naeve realized. 


  What trauma this man had suffered as a child, to have to end your mother’s life to save her from the pain of an agonizing death. She couldn’t even begin to imagine. 


  She wanted to reach out, to touch him and tell him that everything would be okay, but she knew they were just words. Words that would make her feel better from knowing that she had offered him something when, really, she had nothing that would ease whatever torment he was inflicting on himself. 


  He’d clearly lived a secluded life here in his mother’s house. He believed he was guilty of a heinous act, and Naeve knew that his brother Ry’Ker had a lot to do with his self-imposed guilt.


  It was as obvious as the scar across his back.


  She reached over, placed her palm over his fist, and gently squeezed it, hoping that her touch would somehow convey that she did not find him to be the monster he so truly believed he was.


  He didn’t move as they sat there. She was covered in furs, and he was naked as the day he was born, sharing a moment Naeve knew was bigger than anything she’d ever shared with anyone before.


  This man had bared his soul to her, laid his transgressions at her feet, and was waiting for her ultimate dismissal of him.


  “Kai,” she whispered into the dark room, waiting for him to face her. When he didn’t, she shifted and kneeled on the bed beside him. “Kai?”


  Still, there was nothing but silence, so she traced a finger along the scar sweeping under his shoulder blade—that had him turning towards her.


  “You said your brother did this to you.”


  His troubled eyes held hers as his lips parted to speak. “Yes. As I knelt before my mother with my sword inside her chest, Ry’Ker… He stood, screaming at me about how I killed her, and I just stayed there, kneeling before her, wanting to die myself.”


  Naeve tightened her hand over his fist and held his stare, silently urging him to continue his tortured tale.


   “I lowered my head and thought that maybe, just maybe, Ry would end it for me. Because I knew that I would carry the guilt I was feeling forever. That it would haunt my very soul. But he didn’t. He didn’t kill me. He didn’t ease my suffering. He sliced open my back, and in a voice I’d never heard from my younger brother, he told me that he hoped someone showed me the same ‘mercy’ that I just showed our mother.”


  Naeve sucked in a startled breath at the cruelty. 


  “He wanted me to die that day, but just as my mother suspected, Ry never had that in him. He could never be purposely cruel to another.” He paused and looked away from her, “Well, before that, anyway.”


  “So he left you there?”


  “Yes,” Kai replied, and Naeve tried to imagine the anguish he as a young man must’ve felt. “He left me in the room with our mother and walked out the door. It was as though he were a different person from that day on. I’d not only killed her, but I killed him too.”


  Naeve sat there in silence for a moment and wondered if she would have been that brave if need be. Would she have been able to end a life, to ease suffering?


  “You did what you had to do. Your mother knew that, just like she knew you were the only one who could do it.” 


  He gave a short nod. “That may be so, but it still does not ease the burden.”


  She thought about his brother. The man who Kai said would protect her sisters, second only to himself, yet he’d just told a story about how he’d left his own flesh and blood to die.


  “What about your brother?”


  “What about him?”


  “Well, you said you feel like you killed the boy you used to know.”


  “Yes,” he admitted.


  “That man? He has my sisters…” she trailed off, and thought it over before she pressed on. “Should I be worried for their safety?”


  Kai took her hands in his and gave them a squeeze. “No. Do not worry for them, little rabbit. Ry’Ker would never hurt a woman. Not ever. His reaction to our mother should prove his unwillingness to harm a female. He won’t raise a sword to them…”


  Naeve believed him, but she felt there was something lingering. Something he wasn’t telling her.


  “But?”


  “Hmm?” he said, seemingly lost in thought. 


  “But? It seems like there is something you aren’t telling me.”


  Kai gave a shrug of his shoulders and frowned. “Ry’Ker isn’t who he once was. That’s the truth. He’s much more controlled now. Cold, even. But I still have no doubt that he would not hurt a female.”


  Naeve nodded and then bit her lip between her teeth as she remembered Bastian. “What about Bastian? Is that what worries you?”


  Kai took a deep breath and cupped her cheek, as a crooked smile of disbelief stretched his lips.


  “Are you sure that sensualeer didn’t teach you to read minds?”


  Naeve gave a quick laugh at the thought of Bastian giving her lessons. “No. The last time I saw him, he was mad.”


  “Bastian? Mad?”


  She nodded and pushed her hair behind her ears. “He’d been trying to explain to us where we were and my sister, Siobhan, well… She can be a real pain in the ass, and she annoyed him. He did this crazy thing with his eyes, boomed a threatening message into our heads, then poof, disappeared and left us in the forest. Next time I saw him was when he was chained and unconscious at the castle.”


  Kai stood and dropped her hands. 


  “Wait, what are you doing?” she asked.


  “That day at L’Mere, I tried to get Li’Am to release him to me, but he wouldn’t bend. I thought Bastian must have done something to you out in the forest. That he’d hurt you. But that wasn’t it. It was the disappearing. Damn, how could you do that, Li’Am?” Kai walked over to where his clothes were lying on the floor. He grabbed up his pants and shoved his leg inside.


  Naeve’s eyes widened. “What are you going to do?”


  He pulled his pants to his waist and tied them. “I don’t know. But I should be able to contact him by now, and still, there’s nothing. That can’t mean anything good.”


  Naeve climbed off the bed and walked over to him. “Contact him?”


  “Yes. Like you said—via his mind. Si’Bastian… He has gifts. Abilities none of us mortals possess.”


  “Wait…mortals?”


  “Yes. Ones who can die.”


  “Bastian can’t die?” she asked incredulously, her voice jumping a few octaves on the last word.


  Kai moved around her and picked up his shirt. Then he shrugged into it and pulled his hair free. “If he can, no one knows how. Sensualeers are beings we know very little about. Not many wander free, especially after the Empress terrorized the land. Most fear them, so if sensualeers are about, they certainly don’t shout it out loud.”


  “So, people are scared because of what they are?”


  “Yes, very much so.”


  “But not you?” she questioned.


  Kai seemed to think about that for a second before replying. “No. I’ve never feared Bastian. I was always curious. When we trained at L’Mere as children, I would see him watching us from the East Tower. Then one day, he was talking to me in my head, and I thought it was the most incredible thing ever. I knew about people who could do that kind of thing but had never met anyone, and certainly not someone my age I could be friends with. Later on, after what happened with my mother, Bastian was the only one who knew what I was going through. He was the only one who could sympathize. He’d lost his mother the day he was born and had been blamed every day since for her death. We became…unlikely friends.”


  Naeve remembered the handsome man they’d met first in this place. The one who’d shocked her with magic balls of light and images of their mother…and their father. 


  Yes, he and Kai were most certainly unlikely allies, let alone friends.


  “I guess I don’t understand. He just doesn’t seem dangerous.”


  “He’s different, and to many, that represents the unknown. It inspires fear, and for his father, it prompted disgust. He locked him away like a prisoner and said it was to protect the people. Really, it’s just for him to save face. And apparently now to hide this latest development of fading.”


  “That’s horrible.”


  “That’s Li’Am. Seraphine may be a tyrannical Empress, but Li’Am is her Commander and just as cold. Though he has many fooled.”


  “Like your brother?”


  “Yes, he is the biggest fool of all. You see, Li’Am is a master at showing no emotion at all. A trait I suspect he has honed since having a son who feeds off them. He has trained my brother to be the same.” Kai picked up his sword and told her, “So yes, I worry for Bastian. I can’t hear him anymore. It’s like he’s asleep…” As he marched to the door, he looked back over his shoulder and said, “I’m going to fetch you clothes. Push this chair back against the door handle.”


  She moved over to the door where he stood.


  “Oh, and Naeve?”


  “Yes?”


  “If Marcus comes near you again, you are to shove your knife deep inside his gut. If you do not, I will hunt him down and put it through his heart. Do I make myself clear?”


  Swallowing, Naeve nodded and watched as he left the room, knowing that his threat to Marcus’s life had been very real.


  Kai was exactly the kind of man who would kill for those he loved—even if it meant killing the ones he loved.
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  The dawn of a new day was fast approaching, and in the early hours of first-light, Li’Am steeled himself to what he was about to find.


  He made his way out of his chambers and down the narrow hallway. There, he entered a staircase that wound down, past the main floor and below, to the dank dungeons beneath L’Mere’s quarters.


  Today, he would make his move, strike and seal the deal with Seraphine, and once he had it in place, he would bring the last two girls down here to have the keys implanted.


  As his boots hit the bottom step and he once again made his way past the cells with the captives, he refused to look at them. Refused to make eye contact with the men and women he’d been experimenting on for years. After all, he’d been doing it for a worthy cause. Without the knowledge he’d gained from them, he wouldn’t have his most powerful adversary, and tool, in the cell at the far end.


  Rounding a corner, he came face to face with Finn, who was once again standing guard. Li’Am stopped and glanced at the man, wondering if he would dare address him as he had the day before. He stood there waiting, expecting Finn to speak at any moment, but he did not. He merely remained silent and elusive.  


  Li’Am told himself to keep moving, but instead, he heard himself open his mouth and speak. “I know what you’re thinking,” he said. Then he demanded, “Speak. So I can at least refute it.”


  The noises that met his ears were moans and threats from the other cells, but from the guard? Nothing.


  “You dare to disobey a direct order?” Li’Am tried a threat, hoping it would prompt the man into action. When nothing happened, he stepped up until he was once again toe-to-toe with the older guard.


  Finn’s dark eyes were fixed on him, and Li’Am noted that the man’s face looked even more weathered today. How had he never noticed Finn’s age in the past?


  “I do not follow your orders, Li’Am.”


  As the words met his ears, Li’Am wondered at the control, the absoluteness of them. It was unnerving.


  “You are mistaken, guard. You most certainly do as I command.”


  Before he could even think of the hows and whys, the guard, who seemed to be pushing an age where he’d be slowing down, gripped the fur coat Li’Am had draped around his shoulders and jerked him forward until his toes were barely touching the ground. Li’Am stared into the black eyes glinting at him, and he saw Finn’s mouth curve in a seductive smile.


  “I follow no one’s orders, Li’Am, third born to the last Empress of Arcania.”


  Li’Am pulled away, and the man’s hands released him as suddenly as he’d first taken hold of him.


  “Who are you?” he asked. 


  “Hmm.” The low hum that reverberated through the hall was inviting, and it made Li’Am more than aware that he had somehow missed what was in front of him all along. 


  Finn was a sensualeer. One who, for some reason, had aged but still managed to possess his magic even when surrounded by the mossfire bark. 


  That made Finn extremely dangerous. 


  This man had been watching over his son, yet he had somehow managed to fool him for all these years. There was no telling what he had taught Si’Bastian. 


  Suddenly, Li’Am’s mind was a mass of chaos as he thought of how he’d sent Ry’Ker to free one of Bastian’s wrists. What abilities that they were not aware of did his son possess?


  Si’Bastian is only aware of what you know. But he is much stronger than you believe.


  Li’Am stumbled back as the voice trickled inside his head and into the firmly shut vault of his brain. How was Finn doing this? No sensualeer could penetrate his walls. It didn’t make any sense…


  It doesn’t need to, Commander. But be careful with this power you now possess… You never know whose mercy you shall one day be at.


  Not able to think of any words to respond with, Li’Am decided that Seraphine… She could wait a little longer. 


  He needed to get to Ry’Ker.


  



  * * *


  



  They’d made it.


  Siobhan still couldn’t believe they were now just inside the woods, sitting behind several massive trees. But that’s where they were—and had been for the last few hours. 


  She could see the first rays of light trying to sneak through the dense foliage from the trees, and she had no idea how Audra and Fiona had been able to sleep. 


  Well, their mother had always said that they could sleep through a bomb. Apparently, a strange land and woods were just as easy for them. She, meanwhile, had spent the last several hours listening to every crack and snap of a twig, wondering if the sword she held in her hand would do her any good if she needed to use it.


  As she leaned her head back against the tree trunk, she closed her eyes and tried to remember what it was like to feel normal. The last time they’d all been ‘normal,’ they’d been in that stupid tarot tent and then ended up here.


  Which is one memory I’d like to fucking forget.


  As the thought left her, she heard a rustling behind her. Siobhan quickly got to her feet, shoving Fiona in the arm to wake her. When her sister’s eyes fluttered open, she raised a finger to her lips and mouthed, “Shh.”


  She took the handle of the sword in her hand and leaned around the side of the tree, trying to see who was coming. Squinting through the branches, she spotted…a goat? It was trotting their way. He was bouncing on all fours like he had springs inside his feet, and he looked ridiculous in amongst the eerie silhouettes cast by the tall trees. 


  She was so shocked to see the silly little animal that it wasn’t until she heard, “Buttercup” that she realized the goat was not alone. 


  The healer.


  He was walking through the long grass, brushing aside leaves and twigs that were getting in his way. Every now and then, he would stop, take one between his fingers and sniff it before removing it from the branch and putting it in a pouch around his waist.


  Siobhan silently watched him, wondering what he was doing and if there was anyone else with him, but it appeared he was alone. Well, except for… 


  “Buttercup!”


  The goat stopped where it was, turned its head back with its ears perked up, and then bounced its way back to its owner. When it reached the man, she watched him fall down to a knee and rub its head, while feeding it some grass.


  Hmm, she thought, devising a plan as she turned back to her sisters. 


  “It’s the healer,” she whispered.


  “The man with the little goat?” Audra asked, looking at her for confirmation.


  “Yes, the goat herder. He’s out there with the damn goat.”


  Fiona’s eyes widened, and she leaned around to check for herself. When she came back to face the two of them, she asked, “What should we do?”


  “I don’t know about you two, but I’m pretty sure I can take on a guy who talks to goats. I say we kidnap him and make him take us to this Kai guy.”


  Fiona hesitated. “Umm, kidnap?” 


  “Got a better idea?”


  She scrunched her nose up as though trying to think of one and then shook her head. “No.”


  “Then kidnap it is. It looks like he’s out smelling the flowers anyway.”


  Audra frowned as Siobhan picked up her sword.


  “What?” she asked her soft-spoken sister.


  “Don’t hurt him. He seemed nice, and he helped you.”


  Siobhan rolled her eyes, promising, “Yeah, okay. I won’t hurt him unless I have to.”


  Audra sighed.


  Siobhan gripped the sword in her right hand, wondering for a brief moment how men carried these heavy things around. But then she remembered the muscles on that Ry’Ker guy and it made more sense. 


  She watched as the man walked closer to them. She’d decided to wait until he was passing by the tree they were behind and then—


  “Stop where you are, and don’t make a sound.”


  —put the sword to his neck and threatened his life. 


  Yeah, that seemed to work just fine.


  



  * * *


  



  Ry’Ker felt slightly nauseated as he walked up the stairs to where Si’Bastian was sequestered. He’d given his plan some serious thought over several bottles of ale and decided that this was the only way.


  He came to a stop just outside of the East tower and looked the guard in the eye the best he could when he could barely focus on the man’s face.


  “You can leave.”


  “Sir?” he questioned him. 


  Ry’Ker didn’t want anyone around for what was about to take place. “Go to the kitchen, the courtyards—wherever it is that is not near here. Just be gone, and do not tell anyone I have relieved you of your post.”


  The guard took his measure carefully, as though trying to decide if he were within his right mind. Ry’Ker couldn’t be certain, but he was sure his mind was anything but right in that moment.


  “If you are sure, sir.”


  Ry’Ker stepped aside and gestured with the hand not holding the extra two bottles of alcohol. “I am sure.”


  He watched the guard leave his post and make his way down the stairs. When he was positive he was on his own, he twisted the handle to Si’Bastian’s chambers and pushed open the door.


  For his entire life, he’d been made to fear the sensualeers, courtesy of the Empress’s reign. But the night his mother had been killed, he’d come to detest them. If it hadn’t been for the disease cast by one of their kind, her men wouldn’t have turned on her. 


  As he opened the door and Si’Bastian raised his head to pin him with those obsidian eyes, Ry’Ker knew that this was the moment he would face his fear head on.


  



  * * *


  



  Bastian watched the head guard as he made his way inside the chambers. Under his arm, Ry’Ker held a bottle of alcohol, and in his other hand he held a second. He couldn’t have been sure, but as the man moved towards the table in the room, Bastian thought that the usual steady gait that accompanied the guard faltered.


  “You’re back.”


  Ry’Ker’s eyes met his as he placed the bottles down. “I told you I would be.”


  “So you did,” Bastian agreed and pushed up to his feet. “I see that you are alone. I had so hoped you’d bring the healer back. I liked him.”


  “Ai’Den has much better things to do than play skin slave to you.”


  Bastian felt a sly smirk curve his lips as he took in Ry’Ker’s rigid posture. “And you? Do you have better things to do?”


  Ry’Ker uncorked one of the bottles he’d placed on the tables and brought it up to his mouth for a swig. As he lowered his arm, he walked over to where he knew Bastian couldn’t reach and looked him over.


  “I’m here as long as your father wills it, but that does not mean I have to subject Ai’Den to you.”


  “Ahh, I see.” Bastian took a step towards him and flicked his eyes down to the bottle that was clenched tight in his hand. “So, you are offering yourself up as my…skin slave?” He thought about that term, and as he witnessed wide shoulders stiffening, he knew how uncomfortable Ry’Ker was with it.


  Choosing to ignore his question, the guard thrust the bottle out to him. “Drink this. I need to remove one of your cuffs, and I’ve heard it hurts like hell.”


  Bastian took the small bottle and brought it to his lips, draining it quickly before handing it back. Ry’Ker’s fingers curled around the glass and grazed over the top of his, and Bastian kept them there, the briefest touch, to see what the other man would do. When Ry’Ker’s eyes held his, he let his mouth tip into a slight grin.


  “And why are you drinking? Will this hurt you too?”


  Ry’Ker’s eyes narrowed, and Bastian felt his fingers move over his—a frisson of heat and electricity pulsing through his skin at the contact. 


  “No, but having you touch me…” Ry’Ker started then swayed in closer to where Bastian stood, and as the emotions humming through the guard traveled through him, Bastian’s body clung to the energy rushing through his blood. 


  “Yes,” he sighed, wondering when he’d become the one intoxicated.


  “Well,” Ry’Ker murmured, and then Bastian felt strong fingers circle his wrist. “It disgusts me.”


  As the final word left Ry’Ker’s mouth, the left cuff was released and ripped from his wrist. The pain that splintered through Bastian was excruciating, and he could only imagine it to be like removing his flesh from his bones. The throes of it traveled the length of his arm and landed at the top of his spine, making him drop the bottle in his hand to the ground and bring his hands to his head.


  “Si’Bastian?”


  He faintly heard the voice of Ry’Ker trickle through the slivers and cracks that seemed to be forming in his skull. The throbbing ache pounding inside his head felt as though someone had bashed his skull in with a hammer, and as he fell down, he saw two large, booted feet before him.


  “Get. Out.” He pushed the words from his mouth before the agony encompassed him. The bleak darkness that swallowed him had him driving his cheek against the stone, trying to relieve the torture in his mind.


  He needed to get out of there. His father and this man were killing him. 


  He needed… Kai, he thought, and miraculously, the link went through. Kai…I’m in trouble… Kai? Then he opened his mouth and grated out, “Leave me, Guard. I don’t want you here…”


  As his final words echoed and bounced off the walls surrounding him, he watched the boots move backwards to the door. Just before he passed out, he heard the scrape of a chair, the uncorking of a bottle, and then…nothing.


  



  * * * 


  



  Kai?


  His name was faint, but it was there, reaching out in a way he hadn’t felt in days.


  Bastian?


  There was nothing, no response, and as he opened the link and made himself readily available, he expected the sensualeer to reach out once more—but there was nothing.


  He threw the clothes in his hands down on the bed and sat, closing his eyes.


  Come on Bastian, he thought, answer.


  But again, nothing. 


  He grabbed the pants and top he’d found for Naeve and ran up the stairs to where he knew she was waiting for him. He knocked, and when she carefully opened the door, dagger in hand, he knew she could sense the worry on his face immediately.


  “What is… What’s happened?”


  He stepped inside and gave her the clothes, instructing gruffly, “Get dressed.”


  “Kai,” she said, and this time, there was a definite question in her voice. “What is it? What’s happened?”


  He looked over to where Naeve, this stranger, this beautiful woman, stood looking up at him, and he knew he needed to get her out of there.


  She didn’t belong in this world. She didn’t belong with him. And the thought of pain or trouble coming to her caused an ache inside his heart unlike any he’d felt before. 


  “Bastian—”


  “Yes?” she asked. Her blue eyes were wide, hopeful.


  Kai knew that he never wanted that guileless expression, that look of expectation, to leave her. To do that, he needed to get her home. Get her back where she belonged. And the only person who could help him do that was in trouble.


  “He’s awoken.”
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