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      The world, as I knew it, has been forever changed. Some would shy away from the new reality of my life, but I’ve decided, for better or for worse, that I will embrace it and allow myself to be whisked away on the current of the unknown to destinations no one can predict. Where will I end up? I have no idea, but whatever happens, I will face it head-on and embrace whatever fate throws in my path.

      Since I am starving and it is so late at night, we end up stopping at a Waffle House restaurant just up the road from the beach in Navarre. I basically order one of everything on the menu. Our waitress looks at me as if she doubts my ability to eat such a large quantity of food.

      “Are you sure, hon?” she asks, looking me up and down as if she doesn’t believe I can eat one plate of eggs and waffles, much less ten. “Wouldn’t you rather eat one thing at a time and see just how hungry you really are?”

      “You can bring it out that way,” I say, attempting to be gracious and not let my hunger choose harsher words, “but I assure you, it will all get eaten.”

      Just then, my stomach lets out a mighty roar so loud it does nothing but confirm my words to the woman. I see the waitress’s eyebrows rise in surprise before she heads back toward the counter to turn my order in to the cooks in the kitchen.

      I look over at Julian and can’t help but smile at the sight of him sitting across from me in the booth. Without saying a word, he stretches an arm across the table, holding his hand out palm up. I place one of my hands in his, relishing the warmth of his skin against mine and knowing without any doubt now that he loves me. He just declared as much on the beach only a few short minutes ago.

      “Maybe we should have just gone through the McDonald’s drive-through,” I whisper to him in slight aggravation. “At least an ordering terminal can’t look at you like you’ve lost your mind.”

      “Nonsense,” he replies, wrinkling his nose at the prospect of my suggestion. “Considering how much food you would have to order to satisfy your appetite, I would never get the stench out of my car.”

      I let out a small laugh at his sense of priorities. “What? You don’t like the smell of greasy French fries and hamburgers?”

      “Not in my car,” he states resoundingly with no room for misinterpretation. “Besides, I would end up having to drive so you could eat. I think we can both agree that I probably shouldn’t be doing that right now. At least not until we’re sure the soul inside me doesn’t intend to make another unexpected appearance.”

      I squeeze Julian’s hand reassuringly. “We’ll find a way to get it out of you,” I promise. “There has to be a solution.”

      “In all my years and travels,” he begins with a note of hesitancy, “I’ve never heard of this happening to someone. Just the thought of this girl’s soul residing inside my body puts me on edge.”

      “Should I have kept that piece of information to myself?” I question him, second-guessing my decision on full disclosure.

      “Absolutely not,” Julian assures me, squeezing the hand he still holds to emphasize his words. “I never want us to keep secrets from one another, Sarah. Lies have a tendency to perpetuate more lies and cause rifts to form between people. There’s nothing in my life that I don’t want you to know everything there is to know about.”

      I look out the window toward Julian’s car. I can’t see him, but I know Viktor is curled up in the backseat of it, taking a nap. I return my gaze to Julian and say, “Then in the spirit of complete disclosure, I need to tell you something about Viktor.”

      Julian’s eyes narrow on me, filled with obvious curiosity as to what I will say next. He remains silent, patiently waiting for me to continue.

      “Viktor can change into a human form when he wants to,” I whisper, even though there’s no chance anyone else can hear me. The only other couple in the restaurant is sitting on the opposite side of the room. “Apparently, one of my alfar ancestors casts a spell that grants him the ability to switch between a human and a cat form at will.”

      Julian considers my words for a moment before nodding his head. “His constant presence among the alfar royal family makes sense now. We all knew he was more than just a cat, especially if you consider how long he’s lived, but I had no idea he was a shifter too.” Julian covers the hand he holds with his other one before saying, “I suppose he was upset with me for kissing you on the beach, because he expects you to marry an alfar to continue the lineage of House Moonshade.”

      “He’s mentioned it,” I reply, feeling my heart sink at the thought. “But he also knows how I feel about you. So me choosing you over them shouldn’t come as any surprise. To be honest, I’m not sure why he felt the need to show his temper on the beach when he caught us. He knows I love you.”

      “Perhaps he assumed I wouldn’t find the strength to love you back,” Julian suggests. “He may have thought your infatuation with me would eventually subside if I rebuffed you enough times.”

      “That seems rather devious of him,” I comment, wondering if Julian’s assumption is correct.

      “The alfar believe in keeping their bloodlines as pure as possible. They frown on their royals fraternizing with humans, much less marrying them and having children. I can only imagine what Shael will say when she learns about our relationship.”

      Julian looks uneasy about the prospect of my alfar aunt discovering that we’re in love with one another.

      “I really don’t care what she says,” I state stubbornly, intending to nip his unease in the bud concerning my father’s side of the family. “To be blunt, it’s none of her business who I decide to love.”

      “But it is …” Julian replies hesitantly. “You’re the next in line to rule her house. She’ll expect you to have an heir to carry on the Moonshade legacy.”

      “I understand that,” I say, attempting to keep my temper in check, “but I don’t feel as though I owe them my allegiance. My father left them for a reason, and I don’t feel any great obligation to continue their traditions. He did what he wanted. Why shouldn’t I do the same thing? Besides, I’m only half alfar. Maybe they don’t even want me to rule them.”

      “Then why would they send a Valengard detail to protect you?” Julian points out.

      “Shael seems to be a nice person, and whether she likes it or not, I am her niece. I’m sure she’s only doing what she believes my father would have wanted.” I tilt my head slightly as I ask, “And what exactly is a Valengard detail?”

      “That’s the name of the elite fighting force of the alfar,” Julian explains. “From what I’ve been told, the alfar select a small number of young children each year to attend their Valengard Academy where they’re trained in combat and schooled in specific subjects. When they graduate, their sole purpose is to protect the rulers of the five alfar houses, especially those within the royal family.”

      “Protect them from whom?” I have to ask, finding it odd that the royals need special guards to keep them safe. “You make it sound like the rulers of the houses are always in danger.”

      “Potential danger,” Julian clarifies. “The alfar houses used to fight amongst themselves quite a bit. It’s been about a hundred years since their last war. House Moonshade has retained control through political means and having the most powerful mages on their side. To the alfar, magic is worth more than money. Whichever house has the most magic is the one who maintains control.”

      “Since I’m an outsider, maybe Shael won’t expect me to become the next queen,” I suggest. “Surely there’s someone else in House Moonshade who would be better suited than me.”

      “I think that’s just wishful thinking on your part,” Julian gently tells me. His words aren’t meant to disregard my own, just put them in a realistic context. “I believe she expects you to take the throne one day. Otherwise she wouldn’t have given Viktor up so easily to you. She was unnaturally protective of the cat. Now I understand why he was always with her, especially during events like the party.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I assume only a select few know he can transform into a human. As a cat, he could spy for her, and no one would be any the wiser. He probably told her who she could and couldn’t trust and warned her who the trouble makers were around her. It’s genius really. Whoever made him was quite brilliant.”

      I know Julian’s assumptions are more than likely correct. Even I used Viktor to spy for me and didn’t give it a second thought. Before we went into the beach house in Destin, Viktor was able to find a way inside to scout out Julian’s and Petru’s exact whereabouts. He was a tool that I used, and it ended up costing him his life. Well, at least I thought it had when I saw the woman snap his neck and throw him over the railing of the stairs. Thankfully, my feline friend has multiple lives. I’m not sure if he has nine because I haven’t been able to speak to him in his human form yet, but I definitely intend to find out just how many lives he has left.

      Our waitress brings me my first full plate of hash browns, scrambled eggs, waffles, and sausage links. I’m so hungry, I forget all about my table manners and use both my hands to shove the food into my mouth as fast as I can without choking myself. Before I became Julian’s companion, I never cared that much about food. It was just something I needed to eat in order to survive. Now, it’s like my drug of choice. Every sweet, bitter, spicy, juicy morsel of food that enters my mouth is like a new revelation.

      “I can’t believe I used to hate these things,” I tell Julian, holding up a sausage link in each of my hands before taking a bite of one and then the other. “They’re so delicious!”

      Julian smiles at me, and I can tell he wants to laugh at the rather unladylike way I’m eating.

      “Go ahead and laugh,” I tell him through a mouthful of sausage. “It’s all your fault that I’m like this now, you know.” I swallow before continuing. “I didn’t care about food this much before I met you. Now it’s practically all I can think about!”

      “I would apologize for that,” Julian says as he continues to smile at me, “but I can feel how much joy you receive from being able to eat anything you want.”

      “Are you coping with that any better?” I ask, instantly realizing that I need to clarify my question. “With being able to feel what I do is what I mean.”

      “I don’t mind it now that I’m not trying to fight my own feelings for you,” he replies. A gentle understanding comes into Julian’s eyes. His gaze conveys the warmth of his love, surrounding my whole being like the golden rays of a bright sun peeking out from behind a cloud. For a moment, I forget about being hungry and simply want to take the man sitting across from me home to my bed. We haven’t only been dancing around our feelings for one another, but also the desire we’ve both felt since we first met. I’ll never forget the moment his lips first touched my skin on the dance floor in New Orleans. I may have been under the influence of Julian’s coercion spell back then, but I don’t believe it would have made much of a difference if I hadn’t been. I think my body would have reacted the same exact way.

      After I clean my plate, our waitress promptly brings me the second one and practically runs away after collecting the empty one from in front of me. I would have made a witty quip about her being afraid I might eat her arm off, but I have a completely different subject occupying my thoughts.

      As I wipe the grease from my hands onto a handful of brown paper napkins, I chance a glance in Julian’s direction. He’s staring at me with a questioning look in his eyes.

      “I sense you want to ask me something important,” he says, sounding intrigued as a hint of a smile plays with one corner of his mouth. “What is it?”

      “Helen mentioned that you’ve had a lot of lovers over the years,” I begin. “And you and I have had a couple of close calls in that department,” I decide to point out as a gentle reminder. “I was just sitting here wondering how long it will be before we … you know … do the deed.”

      “Hmmm,” he says, considering my words carefully before leaning back in his seat with a thoughtful expression on his face. He fiddles with the edge of a napkin on the table before raising his eyes to capture my full attention and voicing his thoughts on the subject. “I don’t like to put a timetable on such things, Sarah. When we make love, I want it to happen naturally. I don’t want it to be a planned event. When we do decide the moment is right, you need to know that I won’t be rushed through it. I won’t be denied the satisfaction of watching you experience every pleasurable stroke my hand makes against your skin. I want to feel your body tremble against my tongue when I touch you in places only a lover can, and I want to feel you welcome me into your warmth, knowing that I’m the only one who can satisfy the hunger buried so deep inside you that only I can assuage its ache. That’s what I want, Sarah Marcel, and I’m willing to wait however long it takes for that moment to arrive.”

      After hearing Julian’s declaration of pleasurable promises, it takes me a moment to calm my racing heart, but when I finally can take in a tremulous breath, I ask, “Can that moment be right now?”

      Julian grins at me with a pleased look on his face, but much to my dismay, he shakes his head.

      “As much as I would enjoy making love to you, this is not the right moment for either of us. You know that. We’re both tired and have a long way to go before we reach home. I’m sure Helen will worry less after she sees us.”

      I sigh in resignation. “You’re right. We have people who need us back home. I’m just having a selfish moment.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being selfish,” he assures me, stretching one arm out to push my plate closer to me with his hand. “Now eat up. We have a lot to do. Besides,” he says, looking over my shoulder toward the front door, “it looks like Nadia got tired of waiting for us and decided to check up on you herself.”

      I quickly glance over my left shoulder and see Nadia take a seat in a booth near the door. She doesn’t look over at me, but I’m certain she would be able to see a gnat land on my shoulder and defend me from it if she had to.

      My duty to the alfar is the last thing I want to think about right now, so I decide to concentrate on eating my food instead. After I finish my tenth and final plate, Julian asks for the check and gets out of his side of the booth to pay it at the cash register.

      “Why don’t you go speak with Nadia?” he suggests. “You can let her know we’ll be heading home now.”

      “Do I have to?” I ask. I know I sound like a petulant teenager whining about having to do something I really don’t want to do, but I can’t help it. I don’t want to talk to Nadia or have her follow us home.

      “I understand your desire to not have her watch your every move,” Julian sympathizes, “but unless you’re able to work some miracle and talk Shael into calling Nadia back home, you’ll need to develop a relationship with her. Whether she becomes your friend or your foe is totally up to you. Just remember that she’s only following orders and doing her duty. It’s her responsibility to keep you protected, even at the expense of her own life. For that, she deserves a little bit more respect than you’re showing her, Sarah.”

      I sigh in resignation, because I know Julian’s chastising words are well founded. I might not like the idea of having Nadia around, but I can’t fault her for simply doing the job she was assigned to do by her queen.

      “Okay,” I begrudgingly say as I stand from my seat in the booth. “I’ll go play nice with her, but I won’t lie and pretend that I like having her around.”

      “She’s here to serve you,” Julian reminds me. “Just tell her that you would appreciate it if she kept her distance as much as possible. I think she’ll understand that you need some space to breathe every once in a while.”

      I sigh. “I’ll tell her, but I’m not sure she’ll listen.”

      “It doesn’t hurt to try.”

      I turn away from Julian and make my way to the booth Nadia is sitting in. She lifts the white cup on the table to her lips and steadily watches my approach as she takes a sip. I notice that she no longer has on the military style vest with all the pockets she wore when I first saw her. She’s simply dressed in a black leather jacket, pants, and a T-shirt. I don’t visibly see any signs of a weapon on her, but I feel sure she has at least one or two hidden on her person somewhere.

      “May I sit with you?” I ask her when I reach her booth.

      Nadia sets her coffee cup back on the table. “You don’t have to ask, Your Highness.”

      I take the seat across from her and say, “It’s politer to ask than to assume.”

      “I’m here to serve you at your leisure,” Nadia replies. “You should always assume my answer will be yes, unless you ask me to do something stupid.”

      “And what would you consider a stupid request?”

      “You would be very stupid if you asked me to leave you unprotected,” she replies stubbornly. “Is that what you’re about to ask me to do?”

      “It might be what I want to ask you to do for me,” I admit. “But you’re right. That would be an idiotic request. I know you won’t leave, and whether I like it or not, I’m pretty much stuck with you for the time being.”

      Nadia smiles at me, tight-lipped. “As long as you understand that my answer to a question like that will always be an unequivocal no, I think you and I can find a way to get along.”

      “I’m actually here to ask you to do something else for me,” I tell her. “As you can imagine, I don’t know much about the alfar. Up until I met Shael at the party, I didn’t even know the alfar race existed. I need you to teach me about your people. Julian said that Shael is head of the controlling house and that she’s used her political prowess to maintain that control. If I do end up having to take her place one day, I need to know more about the world you come from. All I know right now is that there are five alfar houses. The only one I know the name of is House Moonshade. Why don’t we start with you telling me what the names of the other four houses are?”

      Nadia tilts her head as she considers my request. “I think that’s an excellent idea,” she tells me, sounding pleased with my quest for knowledge. She clears her throat slightly and continues. “I’ll tell you the name of the other four houses in order of their importance in alfar society. Moonshade is the most important, of course. Then there is House Firestorm, House Icefall, House Draconid, and House Nysas.”

      “Why in that order?” I ask.

      “The more mages a house has, the more power they control. House Firestorm has been trying to recruit mages from the other houses for years now but hasn’t been successful in obtaining as many as House Moonshade.”

      “Why haven’t they been successful?”

      “Shael has been playing a very delicate political game between all the houses,” Nadia says, sounding impressed with her queen but also worried that Shael may not be able to maintain control forever. “None of the other houses trust each other, and she’s used that natural distrust for years to keep things in balance. Since House Firestorm hasn’t tried to hide its intention of recruiting from the other houses, they’ve made it easy for Shael to keep all the houses in check with each other. No house wants to lose mages, so they do whatever they have to in order to keep the ones they have happy.”

      “So has House Firestorm been able to recruit many mages from the other houses?”

      “A few, but not enough to rival Moonshade. We still maintain the majority of mages within our ranks. Although our mages could be richer if they went to Firestorm. Shael doesn’t treat them any better than anyone else within her house.”

      “Then why do her mages stay?” I have to ask. “Most people would go where they can make the most money.”

      “They stay with her because she offers them loyalty and trust. Everyone in House Moonshade knows that if they need help, Shael will send it—no questions asked. That’s the type of leader she is, and we all love her for it. Most of the other house leaders are more concerned about themselves and their own self-interests. We all know Shael would give up her life if it meant saving us. You can’t buy that kind of loyalty.”

      “Her shoes sound too big for me to step into,” I say, wondering what the hell my aunt is thinking considering me as the next heir to the throne.

      “They are,” Nadia agrees without even sugarcoating her words. “But hopefully, in time, you will prove to be someone who can take her place. She has faith in you, and all I can do is have the same faith. We’re all counting on you to stand up and be the leader you were born to be.”

      I feel like the fate of the world has suddenly landed squarely on my shoulders.

      “And if my father was still alive,” I say, “would he be next in line to the throne?”

      “No,” Nadia replies without even having to consider the question. “The moment he left to be with your mother is the moment he became dead to us.”

      “Dead to you?” I ask. “That sounds a bit harsh.”

      “He abandoned us,” Nadia says. Beneath the contempt for my father I see in her eyes, I also notice a touch of sadness. “A true leader never deserts his people and his birthright. He chose your mother over us, and for that, we will never forgive him.”

      “Then why do you want me?” I have to ask. “I’m the result of him leaving you and the others. Shouldn’t you resent me just as much as you do him?”

      “Some do,” Nadia reveals. “But Shael is trying to soothe the concerns of those who believe you are just like your father.”

      My back stiffens involuntarily. “My father was a good man who loved me and my mother very much.”

      “We know that,” Nadia snaps back. “He loved you both so much he willingly turned his back on his responsibility to his own people.”

      “Since Shael is such a great leader, he probably assumed that you would all be taken care of, and from what you just told me about her, it sounds like he was right.”

      “He knew before he left that Shael is unable to conceive children. Even with that fact known, he chose to leave us, opening the way for the other houses to think they might have a chance at taking control after she dies. Now that they know you exist, their hopes have been completely dashed.”

      “Wait,” I say, thinking through this new piece of information, “are you telling me that finding out I exist has caused a problem among the houses?”

      “Yes.” Nadia sighs, sitting back farther in her seat. “Shael was playing them off one another, assuring them all that she would give her blessing to one of the houses on her deathbed and urge her mages to enter into their house. Now she has to rescind that promise because Moonshade has a rightful heir to assume control.”

      “Then wouldn’t it be better if I just stayed out of all things alfar and relinquished my inheritance?”

      “No,” Nadia says rather stridently. “It would not be better. You’re the last Moonshade left who can give us an heir from the royal family’s lineage. If you refuse to take on the responsibility of becoming our queen, the other families within House Moonshade will begin to fight for control amongst each other before Shael dies and tear our house down from the inside out. Eventually, House Moonshade will cease to exist, and everyone will be absorbed into one of the four remaining houses. So no, Your Highness, it would not help us in the slightest for you to give up your right to the throne. Doing such a thing would only tear us apart that much faster and be a sure death sentence for some of us.”

      “Death sentence?” I ask breathlessly. “Why?”

      “I, and the rest of the Valengard who serve House Moonshade, would never be able to serve any other house. We’ve devoted our loyalty and lives to your family, and the leaders of the other houses know that. Their only recourse would be to wipe us out of existence to ensure that we never interfere with their affairs or try to resurrect House Moonshade by some other means.”

      “That’s awful,” I say, aghast.

      “If you don’t want to see us massacred, then I suggest you stay true to your birthright.”

      But that’s the last thing I want to do, I think to myself.

      “I’ve settled the bill,” I hear Julian say as he comes to stand beside us. “Are we ready to head out, or do you need a moment more?”

      I look back at Nadia and tell her, “We’re heading back to Pecan Acres now. Is your helicopter somewhere nearby?”

      “Yes,” Nadia says, standing from her seat while reaching into her jacket pocket. For some reason, I think she might be pulling out a weapon, but instead, she just pulls out a five dollar bill and tosses it on the table to pay for the coffee and leave a nice tip. “I had the pilot land it in an empty parking lot not too far away from here. We’ll follow you home.”

      I know there won’t be any talking her out of coming back home with us, so I don’t even waste my breath.

      We all walk out of the diner together, and Nadia escorts us to Julian’s car. I have to admit that I’m envious of her statuesque form. She’s at least three inches taller than me and nearly as tall as Julian. I can only wonder what criteria the alfar use to choose the children who attend Valengard Academy. How do they know each child they pick has the potential to become a warrior?

      When we reach Julian’s Vanquish, I pull out the key fob for it from the front pocket of my shorts.

      “Is your home large enough for me to stay in, or will I need to make other arrangements?” Nadia asks Julian.

      “I have plenty of room,” he assures her, looking the part of a gracious host. “You’re more than welcome to stay with us.”

      Nadia inclines her head in his direction as her way of saying thank you non-verbally.

      “I’ll see you there then,” she tells us before turning around and basically walking back the way we just came.

      After we get inside the car, I look in the backseat to check on Viktor, only to find him still sound asleep. When I turn back around, I notice Nadia is nowhere to be seen. Just as I start the car up, I spot her helicopter rising above the Waffle House and hovering there, waiting for me to leave the parking lot.

      I sigh and place the car into drive. As I make my way back onto the highway, Julian asks, “Would you mind me taking a nap while you drive home? I feel tired for some reason.”

      “You should rest,” I say, chancing a glance at him and noticing how exhausted he looks. “You’ve had a rough couple of days. Get some sleep. I’ll be fine. It’ll give me some time to think about what Nadia told me.”

      “What did she tell you?” he asks through a yawn.

      “Nothing important,” I say, even though I would actually like to discuss matters with him. “Just get some rest. I’ll wake you up when we get home.”

      Thankfully, Julian is too tired to argue. He promptly lays his head back on the headrest and seems to almost instantly fall asleep.

      I keep my eyes on the road, listening to the rhytHmmic hum the tires make against the concrete. The sound soothes my mind until my thoughts return to what Nadia just told me about the unrest between the alfar houses.

      How did my life get so royally screwed up so quickly? And how am I going to find a way to keep Julian in my life while preserving my family’s legacy?

      There has to be a way. I just need to figure it out.
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      After three hours of driving, I discover that I’m no closer to solving my problems than I was when I started this trip. I can’t see a way to help House Moonshade, because I can’t give them the heir they so desperately need. At least, not at the moment anyway. It’s possible that I can hide that fact from them for a few years, but eventually they’ll begin to pressure me into assimilating into an alfar way of life. There’s really only one thing I can think of that will partially solve my dilemma, and that involves finding a solution to Julian’s curse first.

      I keep thinking about his words to me on the beach.

      “I love you, Sarah Marcel,” he had whispered to me. “My heart is yours to nourish or to break. For as long as I live, I will love no one else, because no matter what happens, my life is now forever connected to yours. You are my last companion, because death is preferable to life without you in it.”

      I didn’t ask Julian to clarify his last sentence at the time because, well, who wants to screw up a great romantic gesture like that with questions that can wait to be asked?

      If Julian intends for me to be his last companion, that means I can’t have a child. If I did, my son or daughter would inherit my family’s connection to him and continue this mad cycle of companions. The only way to solve that conundrum is to figure out how to break the curse he’s under and hopefully make him human again. I hold onto that thought like a lifeline thrown to a drowning person. It’s the only means by which I can have a normal life with Julian. If we can have a child together, then House Moonshade will gain an heir. It might not be wholly alfar, but in desperate times, people will take what they can get. I don’t see why this situation should be any different.

      Just as I turn off the interstate to head towards Pecan Acres, I glance over at Julian. His head is still resting on the back of his seat, but his eyes are completely open and staring straight at me.

      “Hey, sleepyhead,” I say with a smile. “Did you have a good nap?”

      Julian continues to stare at me with a completely blank expression on his face. I return my attention to the road for a few seconds before looking back at him. When I do, his eyes are closed again. Did I just imagine they were open? No. I don’t think so. I’m not blind, even though the only light in the car is coming from the dim ones in the dashboard. I shiver slightly as a cold hand presses against my soul. I have a horrible feeling that the entity I just spoke to was that of the girl haunting Julian, not Julian himself.

      Yep. The sooner we get her the hell out of my man, the better, as far as I’m concerned.

      When I turn onto the driveway of Julian’s home, I hear him ask, “Did I end up sleeping the entire way home?”

      I look at him and breathe out a sigh of relief. The smile on his face as he looks at me with eyes filled to the brim with unquestionable love is a sure sign that my Julian is back in control of his body.

      “Yes, you did,” I reply, deciding not to mention what happened a few minutes ago. I’m not exactly lying. Just withholding information that would only cause him distress. That seems like a justifiable reason to refrain from saying anything about what I saw.

      “I guess I was more tired than I thought,” he replies, sitting straighter in his seat and running a hand over the back of his head to comb down any stray strands.

      “Your body needed the rest. It’s good that you slept.”

      “You must be tired as well,” Julian says, reaching over to lay his hand on my right thigh comfortingly. “I’m not the only one who had a rough day.”

      “I’m fine,” I assure him with a smile. “Having you back safe and sound made sure of that.”

      “It seems a little odd that you ended up being my protector.”

      “Odd? Why?”

      “I come from a very old-fashioned time, Sarah, when the man was supposed to be the protector of the family. Yet, you’ve saved my life three times now.”

      “Three?” I ask. “I think you mean two. Once at your sister’s party and today. There wasn’t a third time.”

      “Having you love me has saved my soul,” he tells me. “I finally have a reason to fight for its salvation.”

      “Okay, seriously, you’re going to have to stop saying things like that if you intend to make me wait very much longer to make love with you. If Helen wasn’t already standing on the porch waiting for us, I would take you directly to my room and not let you leave until morning. Maybe not even then.”

      I hear Julian chuckle just as I catch sight of Helen waving at us and smiling happily.

      If I didn’t love her too, I would just bypass the perfunctory greetings and do what I said to Julian. As it is, we’ll end up spending some time explaining at least a few things to her about what happened in Destin. I only gave her the briefest of details when I called her earlier. I knew she would want to know Julian was safe, so I told her that much and promised to explain what happened in more detail when we got home. In hindsight, that was a stupid promise to make. I should have just told her to not wait up for us and that we’d explain everything in the morning. Oh well, not much I can do about it now. Besides, I can’t be mad at a woman who’s holding a plateful of cookies for me in her hands.

      I pull the car up in front of the house and shut the engine off. Just as Julian pushes his door open, Helen quickly makes her way down the stairs from the porch and walks toward him.

      “Don’t you ever worry me like that again,” she chastises him before wrapping her free arm around his waist and burying her face against his chest.

      I hear her begin to cry and see Julian wrap his arms around her shoulders to steady her. I get out of the car and walk over to the pair to rescue the plate of cookies before Helen forgets she’s holding them. I can’t, in good conscious, just stand by and allow good food to fall to the ground by accident. Considering it’s a plate full of her yummy chocolate chip and cinnamon cookies, I feel as if it’s my sworn duty to begin eating them right away.

      Just as I reach for one of the cookies, I see Viktor leap out through Julian’s still-open car door and stretch the sleep out of his lithe body. He looks pointedly at the plate of cookies in my hands and then looks up into my eyes with an accusing glare before meowing rather loudly.

      “Hungry?” I ask him, cautiously removing a cookie from the top of the pile with a small amount of guilt and a little bit of remorse that I can’t share one with him. I can’t help it if I’m constantly hungry or that he’s in cat form and can’t consume chocolate. Eating is practically like breathing to me now, and sharing my food with others has gone way down on my list of priorities.

      Viktor meows once again and begins to prance his way up to the house with his head held high. Apparently, he expects me to follow him and do his bidding, no questions asked.

      “Spoiled much?” I grumble as I follow him up to the house, giving Helen and Julian a moment of privacy. I know she needs reassurance that her best friend is all right, which immediately makes me think about Kaylee.

      I called my sister before I left for my day with Gage to make sure she didn’t need my help. She assured me that Ben was more than capable of taking care of her and little Em while I was away on my coastal adventure. I shouldn’t worry about her like a mother hen, but I do. I make a mental note to call her first thing in the morning, just so I know for sure she isn’t overexerting herself.

      I end up following Viktor straight into the kitchen and find him standing on the counter top directly underneath the cabinet where I keep his cans of Fancy Feast.

      I fill one small bowl with his food and one with water. He immediately pounces on the food as soon as it hits the floor.

      As I lean my back against the edge of the counter and watch him eat, I feel a need to warn him that I’ve told Julian about his secret.

      “Julian knows that you can transform into a human,” I say in a rush of words that are barely decipherable, but from the way Viktor’s head snaps up from his bowl, decipher them he did.

      Surprisingly, he transforms into his human form right then and there.

      “You did what?” he demands heatedly, not even pussyfooting around the issue that he’s extremely angry with me.

      I’m just about to reiterate what I said when I see Viktor’s face go completely slack, like he’s just suffered a great and terrible shock. He runs over to the sink and immediately spits out the cat food that’s in his mouth.

      “Is store bought cat food poisonous to humans?” he questions me with a look of utter disgust on his face. He immediately turns the faucet on full force and places his mouth into the stream of gushing water to wash away the remnants of the Fancy Feast food.

      “I don’t think so,” I say, trying my best not to laugh at the picture he makes. “It just doesn’t taste good to us.”

      Viktor stands up straight with a mouthful of water in his mouth. He holds up the index finger of his right hand, indicating that he has something to say to me but needs a moment. I watch him swish the water in his mouth around and then spit it out into the sink before he continues.

      “I would have to say that is the understatement of the century,” he declares with a shiver of utter repulsion. “Remind me never to transform while I’m eating my food. Now my favorite meal is forever ruined for me. I’ll never be able to eat it again without remembering this horrifying moment.”

      “I’m sure I can find you something just as good to eat,” I tell him, feeling as though I need to comfort Viktor in his time of distress. “What did Shael feed you?”

      “Oh, she had the chefs at the palace prepare me special meals,” Viktor says, like it’s the most natural thing in the world for a cat to have a host of chefs at his beck and call. “But the canned food you gave me was just as delectable, if I’m being honest. Now, I’ll never be able to eat it again,” he says disappointedly, as if his one joy in life has been snatched away from him for all time.

      “I promise we’ll find you something else,” I reply, trying my best to soothe him.

      “Goodness gracious!” I hear Helen exclaim.

      I look toward the entryway of the kitchen and find her and Julian standing there now. Both of them are staring directly at Viktor. Helen’s eyes immediately drop below Viktor’s waist and widen. I can’t tell if she’s shocked, impressed, or both.

      “Wonderful!” Viktor says, throwing his arms up into the air in exasperation. “Now even the vampire’s maid knows what I am.”

      “She’s not the maid,” Julian and I both say in unison, defending Helen’s place within our household.

      “You get my meaning,” Viktor says, resting his hands on his hips as he looks at Julian and Helen with a touch of anger and a smidge of superiority. “I assume I don’t have to tell you both that my ability to transform into a human is to be kept a secret. A secret,” Viktor emphasizes, turning his gaze toward me, “that some people seem to be unable to keep.”

      “You showed yourself to Gage and Nathaniel,” I point out. “I just assumed that it wasn’t that much of a stretch to tell Julian the truth. I didn’t tell you to transform and show yourself off to Helen. That one’s on you.”

      “Wait,” Helen says, putting two and two together by herself. “He’s Viktor, the cat?” she asks me in surprise.

      “Yes,” I say, since the cat is literally out of the bag. “He can transform into a human.”

      “Well, that’s certainly unexpected,” Helen says, raising a hand to her throat to pull together the collar of her white button up blouse as she continues to stare at Viktor in surprise. “If I had known that little fact, I certainly wouldn’t have let him come into my room while I was taking a shower and getting dressed the other day.”

      “Viktor!” I say admonishingly. “That was rude!”

      “I’ve seen countless people naked within my lifetime,” he tells me with a roll of his eyes, as if his invasion of Helen’s privacy is no big deal. “I assure you, Helen didn’t show me anything that I haven’t seen before.” He looks over at my friend and smiles appreciatively. “Although, for a woman your age, you are in exceedingly fine shape, if I do say so myself. Your body was much firmer than I expected it to be.”

      Helen raises her eyebrows, looking slightly shocked by Viktor’s oddly put compliment.

      “Thank you for that, I guess,” she replies uncertainly. “But you won’t be getting another peep show from me, young man!”

      “I was simply following you around to determine where your loyalties lie concerning Sarah. Now that I know you are a true friend to her, I don’t need to keep an eye on you anymore.”

      “I suppose I can understand that,” Helen begrudgingly admits, continuing to eye Viktor warily.

      “Sarah only told me about your ability to change forms because we decided it would be best not to keep secrets from one another,” Julian informs Viktor. “People who love each other shouldn’t be secretive.”

      “It wasn’t Sarah’s secret to share,” Viktor fervently points out. “It was mine.”

      “And I’m sorry about that,” I tell him before Julian can make a reply that will escalate matters. “I really am, but if we’re all going to be living in the same house together, don’t you agree that it’s better if he knows the truth about you?”

      Viktor’s lips twitch to the side as he realizes I make a good argument.

      “I suppose,” he concedes rather reluctantly. “But don’t tell Nadia yet. Until she proves herself as someone worthy of being in your service, she doesn’t need to know. After she earns the right to become your sentinel, then you can tell her my secret.”

      “Sentinel?” I ask. “She’s already my guard.”

      “In alfar society, the queen or king’s sentinel is the highest ranking Valengard officer. It’s similar to the rank of general in a human military, but there can only be one sentinel assigned to each member of the royal family. Within the ranks of the Valengard, only your sentinel is supposed to know my true nature.”

      “So why is it that you allowed Gage and Nathaniel to know that you can transform?” Julian asks.

      “They were attempting to figure out how to rescue you, and I knew of a simple way to get into the house without causing much of a fuss. I was trying to keep Sarah protected as well as I could under the circumstances and didn’t really have much of a choice in the matter. Under normal conditions, I wouldn’t have transformed in front of commoners so readily.”

      I truly did love Viktor, but his superiority complex when it came to talking about himself left much to be desired in the humility department.

      “Anyway,” I say, attempting to change the subject, “we’re all safe and sound now. Maybe we should just all go to bed and get some rest. We can discuss what needs to be done next in the morning. Gage, Petru, and Nathaniel will be coming over so we can all discuss what happened.”

      “It has been a trying day,” Helen says. It’s only then that I notice the shadows under her eyes from the stress of the day and staying up way past her normal bedtime to welcome us home.

      “I’ll escort you upstairs to your room,” Julian offers, providing her with a crooked arm not only out of old-fashioned politeness, but to help our elderly friend when she’s so visibly tired.

      Just then, we all hear the blades of a helicopter and see its lights shine through the glass of the French doors. Far out on the back lawn, Nadia’s helicopter lands. Viktor instantly transforms back into his cat form.

      “Who in the world is that?” Helen asks worriedly.

      “It’s Nadia,” I tell her. “The Valengard Viktor just mentioned. She’ll be staying with us until I can talk Shael into taking her back.”

      “Well, good luck with that,” Helen says without an ounce of confidence that I’ll be able to work such a miracle.

      “Doesn’t hurt to ask,” I mumble, wondering why everyone seems to think it’s such an impossible task. It probably is, but can’t someone give me just a little hope that it might be possible? It’s obvious encouraging words won’t be coming from this crowd.

      I see Nadia walk up to the pool area toward the French doors while her helicopter lifts off the ground and flies away. Before she reaches the back of the house, I walk over to open one of the doors to welcome her inside.

      After I make the perfunctory introductions between her and Helen, Julian suggests, “Why don’t you show Nadia to her room while I help Helen get settled for the evening?”

      “Which room will be hers?” I ask.

      “Any of the ones upstairs will do, besides the ones we use, of course.”

      “I would rather have one next to Sarah’s,” Nadia requests.

      “Then she can have the one on the other side of yours,” Julian tells me.

      Well that put a damper on what I was actually going to do. My plan was to place her in the room at the end of the hallway. It was the farthest one from mine, but I guess I can’t do that now without it looking suspicious.

      We all make our way upstairs. While Julian helps settle Helen and assures her for what seems like the hundredth time that he’s fine, I walk Nadia to the door of the room down the hall from mine.

      “Do you need anything?” I ask her. “I have some clothes you can borrow to sleep in.”

      “That’s all right,” she tells me. “My things will be delivered here in the morning. I’ll be fine sleeping in my own clothes for one night.”

      “Okay,” I say, wondering why she won’t at least take a pair of pajamas from me. “How about a toothbrush and some toothpaste? Or do alfar not brush their teeth, because that’s really something I should know about before I deal with any more of you.”

      A miracle happens, and Nadia smiles at my joke. “Never fear. We are very particular about our oral hygiene, but I will be fine for tonight, Your Highness.”

      “Is there any way I can make you call me Sarah instead of ‘Your Highness’ all the time?”

      “No.”

      Well, that was certainly a definite answer. If there is one thing I can appreciate about Nadia, it’s her bluntness when asked a direct question.

      “Let me know if there’s anything you need,” I tell her. “And that’s an order.”

      “I will,” Nadia replies, bowing to me at the waist before she turns around and enters her room.

      As I pass Helen’s bedroom, I glance in and see Julian sitting on the side of her bed, holding one of her hands in his and speaking to her in a quiet, soothing voice. I decide not to intrude on their discussion and make my way into my own bedroom. When I open my wardrobe, my eyes are drawn to the white nightgown hanging inside. It’s the one Julian left on my bed to wear one evening before one of his feedings. At the time, I felt it was far too sexy to wear in front of him. Now I see it as an excellent tool to use in my plan to seduce him into my bed and have my way with him once and for all.

      I quickly shed my clothes and slip the rather revealing piece of lingerie on. I walk into the bathroom and brush my teeth, not wanting to offend Julian with any lingering remnants of greasy diner food in my mouth. In fact, I begin to second-guess not bathing first and decide to hop into the shower for a quick rinse off. At least that’s what I think it will be. The more I rub soap onto my skin, the more I realize I need to do more to prepare for my night of carnal bliss with Julian than just rinse the day off. There is definite stubble on my legs that needs to be shaven off. Otherwise, he might come out of our first love making experience with a rash from rubbing against it. I know Julian said he wanted our first time to be spontaneous, but he obviously didn’t take into consideration that I would want to be as perfect as possible for our first time together. At least stubble free anyway.

      Once my body is properly smooth in all the right places, I step out of the shower and look at myself in the mirror. I look like a drowned rat and decide to blow my hair dry before going back out into the bedroom. I haven’t looked, but I know Julian is in there waiting for me. I can feel his presence and take comfort in the fact that he’s giving me some time to prepare for our night.

      After my hair is dry, I slip the nightgown back on and study my reflection to check my appearance. The gown is just as see-through as I thought it was the first time I saw it laying on my bed. At the time, I assumed Helen had left it there and wondered why she would leave something so revealing for me to wear. Then I found out Julian had actually been the person who picked it out. If I had known that little fact beforehand, it could very well be that we would have already made love for the first time. Yet a part of me is glad that we’ve waited. Knowing that he loves me makes the upcoming experience much more meaningful.

      I take in a deep breath and exit the bathroom. When I walk into the bedroom, I immediately look over at the bed and see Julian lying on his back, dressed in only a pair of silky black pajama shorts.

      “I hope I didn’t keep you …” I say as I begin to make my way to his side of the bed. I only stop speaking because I notice Julian’s eyes are closed. “Julian?” I whisper, wondering how someone who said he only needs to sleep a couple of hours a day is asleep again after a lengthy three hour nap on the car ride home. “Julian?”

      When I still don’t get a response, the excitement in my heart dwindles to the pitter-patter of nothing. I sigh, knowing I’ll have to wait at least one more night before I can have my way with my vampire companion. I walk over to the chair by the window and retrieve the black throw blanket there. It’s only then that I notice Viktor curled up on the chair’s seat in peaceful slumber.

      I go back to Julian and cover him with the blanket. I’m not really sure he can feel the cold, but the blanket can’t hurt him. I stand there and gawk at him for a full minute, wondering how someone so perfect for me can exist in the world. I can’t say I’m mad that he fell asleep. It was partially my fault for taking so long primping in the bathroom. Stupid vanity.

      Since my plans for the evening have officially been ruined, I turn off the lamp on Julian’s nightstand, casting the room in dark shadows, and crawl into my side of the bed. I lie on my side and face the window. If I watch Julian sleep, I might be tempted to wake him up, and it’s obvious he still needs to rest after being tortured by the woman in Destin.

      I’ve tried not to think too much about her or the fact that my mother is now a restless spirit called a shade. As I close my eyes to find some sleep of my own, I send up a silent prayer that we’ll be able to figure out a way to end Julian’s curse and free the soul inside him so she can finally find some peace. I also pray that we’ll find a way to figure out why my mother’s soul is still roaming the earthly plane. Why hasn’t she moved on yet? Why is she following me around, and what wrong was done to her in life to cause her to stay here as a vengeful spirit?

      So many questions and so few answers. But like any mystery, you have to know the right questions to ask before you can solve it.

      We now know the questions. All we have to do is figure out how to answer them.
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      Ever get the feeling that you’re being watched? Just as my mind is shaking off the lingering effects of a deep slumber, I begin to realize that someone is giving my face a bath with their tongue. When my eyelids open, Viktor stops licking my face and stares into my eyes meaningfully.

      “Meow, meow!” he says before leaping over me and off the bed onto the floor.

      “You can’t possibly be hungry again so soon,” I complain, pulling the comforter up over my head in what I know will be a vain attempt to block him out. “I don’t want to get up yet. You’ll just have to wait.”

      “Sarah,” Viktor says, having obviously changed into his human form, “get up! I suspect something is wrong with your vampire.”

      I immediately toss my bedding aside and stand from the bed. It’s only then that I realize Julian isn’t in my room anymore. The first rays of the morning sun are creeping up over the horizon, telling me it has to be sometime around six o’clock on a bright and early summer morning.

      “What do you mean?” I ask in a rush of words. “What’s wrong? Where did he go?”

      “I’m not sure where he went. He closed the door before I could follow him out of the room.”

      “What makes you think something’s wrong with him?” I ask cautiously, remembering what happened in the car the night before.

      “He seemed very stiff in his movements when he walked out of the room, and I noticed he didn’t blink, not even once,” Viktor says, looking a little spooked by what he witnessed.

      “How long has he been gone?”

      “Thirty minutes or so.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me up sooner?” I ask, practically running for the door.

      “I did try, but you were sound asleep, and I thought you would benefit more from the rest. I assumed he would be back shortly, but when he didn’t return, I decided waking you would be the most prudent thing to do.”

      As I snatch the door open, Viktor changes back into a cat and follows alongside me out of the room. I stand in the hallway for a moment, allowing my connection to Julian to guide me to where he is right now. I quickly make my way down the stairs to the first floor and into the living room. I find Julian sound asleep and sitting in his favorite wingback chair with his laptop sitting closed on his lap.

      As I lean over and whisper his name to wake him up, I place a hand on his shoulder and give him a gentle shake. He slowly opens his eyes and turns his head slightly to look up at me.

      “Good morning,” I say. “You should have woken me up before you left the bed. I would have gotten up with you.”

      Julian looks confused by my words. I watch as his eyes look around the room as if he’s seeing it for the first time and he realizes where he’s sitting.

      “Why am I in the living room?” he asks, his voice sounding drowsy with sleep.

      “Viktor said you came down here a little while ago. You don’t remember doing that?”

      Julian shakes his head, still looking bewildered. He sits up straighter in his chair, accidentally dislodging the computer from his lap. Before it has a chance to crash to the floor, he catches it with one hand.

      He looks at the laptop like it’s a curiosity. “I certainly don’t remember using this for anything.”

      I sigh as I realize that I’m going to have to tell Julian what I saw the night before in the car and what I suspected then and what I believe now.

      “I’m going to tell you something,” I say cautiously. “But I don’t want you to freak out about it. Can you promise me you’ll stay calm?”

      “I can’t make a promise that I might not be able to keep,” Julian says, looking even more worried now. “All I can promise you is that I’ll do my best to stay calm. What is it that you think I’ll become upset about, Sarah?”

      I take in a deep breath and tell him what happened in the car the night before.

      “I just stared at you?” he asks, looking puzzled by his odd behavior. “I don’t remember doing that.”

      “I know,” I say. “Just like you don’t remember getting out of bed and coming down here to use your computer this morning. I mean, we could chalk it up to sleepwalking, but have you ever walked in your sleep before now?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” Julian admits, looking troubled by this new, and potentially dangerous, development.

      “Maybe you should open your laptop up to see if you can figure out what she was using it for,” I suggest.

      Julian sets the slim silver computer on his lap and pulls the top up.

      We both immediately see what the spirit inside Julian did with it.

      An MS Word document was left open on the screen with one simple, yet powerful, sentence written multiple times on exactly 101 pages.

      Love is pain.

      Julian studies the message on the screen for a moment before closing the lid again.

      “Not exactly helpful,” he says dryly.

      I kneel down in front of Julian and take the computer off his lap, setting it on top of the coffee table behind me.

      “Love isn’t pain,” I tell him fervently. “Love is joy. She’s simply forgotten that fact after all these years.”

      Julian’s face remains impassive as he looks down at me. I can already feel him starting to pull away from me emotionally, as if he believes blocking his feelings will protect me in some way.

      “Don’t you dare do that to me,” I tell him angrily. “Don’t you dare think about taking your love away from me when you just gave it. That would destroy me much faster than anything the soul inside you could do, Julian. You better damn well fight for what we have, because if you don’t, I’ll never forgive you. I think you know me well enough by now to realize I don’t say those words lightly.”

      Julian’s mask of indifference cracks and crumbles away, leaving him looking vulnerable.

      “I can’t go to sleep again, Sarah,” he says, sounding almost scared. “What if she had killed you in your sleep while she had control of my body? She could have done almost anything she wanted to you, and I wouldn’t have known until it was too late.”

      My natural response to such a suggestion is that it’s ridiculous, but I refrain from saying that because I also realize he’s right.

      “To be honest, I don’t even remember going to sleep,” Julian says worriedly. “Usually, I have to make a conscious decision to let myself relax that much.”

      “What’s the last thing you remember about last night?” I ask.

      “I remember feeling your excitement,” he says, allowing himself to smile at the memory. “I could hear you in the shower and assumed you were grooming yourself for a night of frolicking with me.”

      “And you assumed right,” I inform him. “I was a little annoyed that you fell asleep before that could happen.”

      “But I had no intention of going to sleep before you came back into the room,” he says, looking troubled by his lost time.

      “Do you think she made you go to sleep?”

      “God, I hope not.” Julian groans, leaning forward in his chair as he props his elbows on his thighs and holds the sides of his head between his hands. “What if I’m doomed to live like this forever? What if I’m never able to get her out of me?”

      “Don’t think like that,” I admonish him. “Look at me, Julian.”

      He lifts his head up from his hands and does as I ordered. When our eyes meet, I feel a new strength within me form an endless supply of determination. I refuse to have him live doubting himself.

      “We are going to find a way to get her out of you. Not only for your state of mind, but also for her soul. She needs to finally be laid to rest. We’ll figure out what’s going on with you and how she’s suddenly able to control your body. I assume nothing like this has happened to you before yesterday?”

      “No. I don’t think I’ve ever been prone to doing things I don’t remember in my sleep,” he confirms.

      “Then we just have to figure out a system to keep you and everyone else safe,” I say confidently. “You still need to sleep, Julian, and you only need a couple of hours a day. We’ll just have someone watch over you for those two hours.”

      “Like who?”

      “I can have Nadia do it.”

      “I’m not sure she’s strong enough to control me if the spirit tries to hurt someone,” he points out. “You would be strong enough, but I think having you around would only exacerbate the spirit’s anger. I might be able to talk Petru into staying with us for a while. I trust him and Nathaniel to keep you protected from me.”

      “Julian,” I say, placing a loving hand on the side of his face, “it’s not you who wants to harm me. We don’t even know for sure that the soul inside you wants to hurt me. You’re just assuming the worst.”

      “I have to,” he says stubbornly. “We have to be prepared for anything, and right now, I fear what this girl will do to exact her vengeance on me. She’s been trapped inside my body for years. All of her hate for me has had time to fester into only God knows what, and it might boil over into a homicidal rage. I refuse to take any chances where your life is concerned, Sarah. Please, let me do what I feel is best for us.”

      I realize I won’t be able to change his mind, so I simply nod my head to help ease at least a small portion of his worry.

      “Okay. We’ll ask Petru if he and Nathaniel can stay with us for a while.” I suddenly smile. “We’re going to have quite a house full of guests. I’m never going to be able to take advantage of you in my bed with all these people around. I might have to whisk you off to my apartment for a proper snogging.”

      Julian laughs, making my heart feel a little lighter. At least he hasn’t lost his sense of humor to worry.

      “I promise you,” he says intimately, “we’ll get our chance. And how does a girl from the southern part of the United States know what snogging is?”

      “Watching Doctor Who,” I answer. “And too much Netflix. I led a rather isolated life before you turned it upside down. Most of my contact with the outside world used to come from TV shows and movies.”

      “There’s so much I want to show you,” he says wistfully. It almost sounds as if he doesn’t believe he’ll ever have the opportunity to share the wonders of his world with me.

      “You’ll have the chance to show me everything you want to one day,” I say confidently. “You need to have faith in that. Sometimes hope is the only thing that can pull you through the darkest days of your life. Don’t lose your power to believe in miracles, Julian.”

      “I’ll try not to,” he promises, even though his eyes look doubtful that he’ll ever be able to keep such a pledge.

      “Do you always get up this early?” I hear Nadia ask.

      I stand and find her leaning a shoulder against the entryway of the living room with her arms crossed in front of her as she stares directly at me. It’s only when her eyes dip lower that I realize I’m still only clad in my semi-transparent nightgown.

      Nadia’s eyes return to mine as she asks, “Should I have brought a chastity belt along with my gun?”

      “If you’re implying that you still think I’m a virgin,” I say, “I’m afraid my sophomore year in college ruined that.”

      “For a human,” she replies, “I’m surprised you didn’t lose your virginity well before then.”

      “We should probably all get dressed,” Julian suggests as he stands from his chair, still only clad in his silky black shorts. “The others will be arriving in a couple of hours.”

      “If you hear a helicopter,” Nadia tells us, “it’s just my supplies being dropped off. It’ll be landing in the backyard sometime this morning.”

      “I meant to ask,” I say. “Will you be the only alfar guard staying with me?”

      “Near you, yes,” Nadia says. “The others will find a residence nearby to stay in. If we need them for backup, all I have to do is make a call.”

      “Do you really think that’s necessary?”

      “Don’t you?” she asks with a slight tilt of her head. “Considering what happened yesterday, I think it’s wiser to keep the others close in case we need them.”

      “Yesterday wasn’t exactly ordinary,” I point out. “I don’t think we’ll be having many more days like that one.”

      “We can hope that you don’t, but you can’t exactly be sure that something similar won’t happen again.”

      I can’t really argue with her logic on that point.

      “If it makes you feel more comfortable to keep them near us, I suppose it’s fine,” I concede.

      Nadia gives a little shrug, as if to say she doesn’t really need my blessing. She’s in charge of my safety and believes that gives her complete autonomy on the subject. She doesn’t voice her thoughts openly to me, but I can feel her indifference at receiving my approval. Her reaction just increases my aggravation over the whole situation.

      “Why don’t we go get dressed for the day?” Julian suggests for the second time, as he comes up behind me and places a coaxing hand on the small of my back. “I’m sure Helen will be waking up shortly.”

      It’s amazing how just a small touch from Julian can instantly calm my nerves. It has to be his superpower, because no one else in my life holds the key to bringing my heart peace when I need it the most.

      “I need to call Kaylee too,” I tell him.

      “Maybe we can go over to her house and visit with her today,” he proposes.

      “Is this Kaylee Whitaker that you’re talking about?” Nadia asks.

      Her question causes an alarm to go off inside my head.

      “How do you know her last name?” I ask. “I don’t remember ever mentioning her to you, much less telling you what her married name is.”

      “You didn’t have to,” she informs me. “I was given a dossier on everyone in your life before I left New Orleans.”

      “And who gave you that?” I ask, feeling my temper begin to flare. Isn’t it bad enough that the alfar are pushing themselves into my life? Do they really have to dig into the backgrounds of those closest to me?

      “There’s no reason for you to be angry,” Nadia tells me. “We were simply following protocol by doing a threat assessment on everyone close to you.”

      “And how is a seven-month pregnant woman a threat?” I practically yell.

      “She isn’t,” Nadia says calmly despite my growing ire. “We don’t believe anyone who you’re personally close to is a danger, but I cannot allow you to go over to her house without me coming along also. As I understand it, you haven’t told your human family about being half-alfar, and we would like to keep it that way for as long as possible. The more humans who know about our existence, the harder it is for us to stay hidden.”

      “I have no intention of telling them anything about my life as it is at the moment, not unless I absolutely have to. As far as you coming with me to see Kaylee, you’ll just have to wait outside the house while I’m with her. As you just said, she’s of no threat to me—none of my family is. I’ll be perfectly fine while I visit her.”

      I look down at Nadia’s crossed arms and notice her agitatedly tapping her left index finger where it’s resting on her right forearm. I know how irritated she feels by my demand, even without the physical tell.

      “Fine,” she reluctantly agrees. “But you should know that if I believe your life is in danger at any time, I won’t hesitate to enter the house with as much force as I see fit.”

      “As long as you don’t hurt anyone in my family, that’s fine,” I relent. “If you think I’m in danger, then they would be too.”

      “So we understand each other?”

      “I think we’re starting to.”

      Nadia and I stare at one another, realizing that we’re not that different. We’re each pretty set in our ways and neither of us like to budge when we want something. Compromise may very well be the only way we can communicate with one another effectively.

      “We should go get dressed,” Julian gently reminds me, breaking the contact between Nadia and me.

      Nadia turns to the side to give us plenty of room to pass her on our way to the staircase. Viktor stays behind and begins to rub himself against the back of Nadia’s legs.

      “You should know,” I hear her say to Viktor. “I’m not a cat person.”

      I silently give Viktor my blessing. I know exactly why he’s staying behind. He’ll act as my spy and let me know if Nadia does anything I wouldn’t like. Julian was correct in his earlier assessment about my cat. In the right situations, Viktor’s ability to watch people for me will come in very handy.

      “Why does her presence seem to bother you so much?” Julian asks me as we reach the top of the stairs. “She’s only doing her job, Sarah. She isn’t trying to attack you personally.”

      I sigh because I know he’s right. “I just don’t like being watched, and I don’t like being treated as if I can’t take care of myself. I’m a grown woman. I’ve been looking out for myself for quite some time now.”

      “I don’t think your maturity is in question here. It’s the fact that your well-being affects millions of others now. The alfar just want to ensure that nothing happens to end your life prematurely. I can’t say I fault them for that desire. I want to make sure you live a long and happy life too.”

      “I’m not sure they’re all that concerned about my happiness,” I scoff. “If they were, my aunt would have asked me if I wanted a Valengard detail before just assigning one to me without my permission.”

      “Shael probably never considered the possibility that you wouldn’t want Nadia around. Every person in the royal family has a detail, even though that only includes you and Shael at the moment. I’m sure it probably didn’t even cross her mind that you would be bothered by Nadia’s presence here.”

      “That’s sort of what I’m counting on. When I do see my aunt again, maybe I can explain that it does bother me and that I want Nadia and the others taken away.”

      Julian looks doubtful that my plan will work. “I don’t think your aunt will ask Nadia to leave your side, Sarah. And to be honest, I think we should keep her close, at least for now. I can’t trust my own body to keep you safe, but I know she will, even from me if she has to.”

      “You’re not a danger to me,” I protest. “You could never hurt me.”

      “I know I couldn’t, but I can’t speak for the spirit inside me. Her soul wants vengeance. I would feel a lot better knowing you have someone like Nadia close by in case something happens that we can’t see coming. Please, Sarah. If not for the sake of your aunt’s peace of mind, keep Nadia by your side for mine.”

      “You know that isn’t fair,” I tell him. “I have a really hard time saying no to anything you ask me to do for you.”

      A roguish grin appears on Julian’s face. “Oh really?” he says, sounding intrigued by the possibilities such an admission opens up. “Perhaps I should put this theory to the test.” He clears his throat. “Take a step closer.”

      I do as he ordered, only leaving a couple of inches between us.

      “Kiss me like this is the last time you’ll ever see me in your life,” he says.

      “Don’t say it like that,” I reply, feeling my heart tighten inside my chest at such a horrible thought. “It makes me too sad.”

      “I’m sorry,” Julian tells me, obviously feeling the effect his words had on me. “Then kiss me like it’s our wedding day and all we have is a bright future in front of us.”

      This time his words bring a true smile to my face.

      “That’s better,” I say, raising myself on my toes slightly as I wrap my arms around his neck.

      I feel Julian’s hands rest on my hips as he lowers his head slightly to close the distance between our lips.

      “This isn’t exactly the way I’ll kiss you on that day,” I whisper to him, “but it’ll be close.”

      “Why just close?” he whispers back, searching my eyes for an answer to his question before I say it.

      “Because when you do finally marry me, we will have a bright future ahead of us and everything that’s trying to keep us apart will be gone forever. We won’t have any worries or regrets on that day, because you’ll be human again.”

      Julian’s brows furrow with worry. “But what if we don’t figure out a way to end the curse? What if I’m this way forever? Will you still want to be with me?”

      “I’ll always want to be with you,” I promise. “I have faith that we’ll figure things out and have the life that we want. You shouldn’t have any doubts either. Doubts make you fail at the things you really want to do in life. You need to believe that we’re destined to find the answers we need.”

      “Maybe your faith will be enough for the both of us.”

      “It won’t,” I say simply. “You need to have it too, or this is never going to work.”

      Julian sighs. The small gesture tells me that he still has doubts, but his words say, “I’ll try to do better. I’ll try to have more faith.”

      “That’s all I can ask of you.” I lean in closer to touch my lips to his and give him a small taste of what our future holds.
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      As I peruse my wardrobe, I decide to wear a short coral dress with a white embroidered medallion print that Helen bought for me. I leave my hair down and apply a little makeup before heading back downstairs. I can already smell bacon cooking, even before I open my bedroom door. When I reach the kitchen, I find Helen behind the stove flipping over a pancake in one skillet while another one on a second burner holds the sizzling slices of pork.

      “Need some help?” I ask. It seems only right to lend a hand, since I’ll be the one consuming the majority of the food being prepared.

      “Good morning, Sarah,” Helen says, glancing up from the skillet to smile at me. As I look at Helen dressed in her pale pink blouse and off-white, wide-legged pants, I can feel the love she harbors for me and how happy she is that I’ve joined her. “A little assistance is always welcome. Although I suppose the hired help isn’t supposed to need it.”

      I let out a derisive snort. “You and I both know you’re not the hired help around here. In fact, you should let me lend a hand and do more of the household chores.”

      “Honestly,” she says, sliding the pancake out of the pan and onto a plate that already holds five of them, “I enjoy keeping things in a neat and tidy order. It makes me feel useful and helps to pass the time. At my age, anything that can keep me active is a blessing.”

      “Still, if you need my help with anything, all you have to do is tell me. You don’t even have to ask. I’ll do anything you want.”

      “Thank you, dear,” Helen says, continuing to smile at me. “That means a great deal.”

      I take over cooking the bacon while Helen finishes the pancakes. Julian comes into the kitchen a few minutes later dressed in a pair of jeans and a dark blue polo shirt. Helen immediately puts him to work chopping up some fruit for a salad that he won’t even get to eat. Not directly anyway.

      Just as we’re setting the table to sit down and have breakfast, I hear the whir of a helicopter’s blades as it approaches the house. Nadia obviously hears it too, because she comes downstairs within a matter of seconds. Without bothering to say a greeting, she passes through the kitchen with a sense of determination and heads directly for the French doors that lead to the backyard.

      “Breakfast is ready, if you would like to eat with us when you get through,” I call out to her, attempting to be a gracious hostess.

      “Please don’t wait on me before you start eating, Your Highness,” she tells me. “It’s going to take us a while to bring everything inside.”

      “Okay,” I say uncertainly as I watch her continue to make her way toward the backyard.

      How much clothing can she possibly be bringing in? Nadia doesn’t seem like the fashionista type to me. When she told us they would be bringing her supplies, I assumed that just meant a suitcase or two of clothing and toiletries. It doesn’t take me long to discover that she meant a great deal more than that.

      Right after I fill my plate with buttery delicious pancakes and crisp bacon, Nadia opens both of the French doors and instructs two rather burly men dressed in black military garb to take the large steel container they’re carrying upstairs to her room. Obviously, it seems a bit strange for her clothing to be in such a case, but I just chalk it up to being similar to people in the armed forces who keep their belongings in a locker at the foot of their beds. When the men return to the helicopter two more times and carry in similar non-descript containers, I immediately suspect what they’re hauling in isn’t clothing at all.

      “What’s in the containers?” I ask Nadia, just before she’s able to make it outside again for a third trip.

      She stops just short of walking through the open doorway and turns around to face me.

      “Just my supplies,” she replies.

      “Are those boxes filled with weapons?” I ask her point-blank.

      Nadia sighs, as if my question annoys her. “Yes. They are. I need them to protect you.”

      “I don’t see why you think you need an arsenal to keep me protected,” I say. “Unless there’s something that you aren’t telling. Is there? Am I in some kind of danger that I don’t know about?”

      “No, I think you understand the threats surrounding you,” she replies, “but I don’t think you understand everything that’s involved in keeping you safe from them. You’re new to this world, and I can understand your ignorance about such things to account for your naiveté concerning the items I need to ensure your safety. You’re simply going to have to trust me when I say I need everything I’m bringing into this house, Your Highness. It would help me a great deal if you didn’t second-guess everything I do. You’re going to have to trust me to know how to keep you protected from creatures you don’t even know exist yet in this world.”

      I don’t like being talked down to and almost let my temper say some terse words back to her, but I hold my tongue. I know she’s partially right. I don’t know everything about the world I’ve been dragged into. She, on the other hand, was chosen at a very young age to learn everything there is to know and how to defend against it. When it comes to my safety, she and Julian are the experts. I know practically nothing, at least not yet. I intend to change that fact as soon as possible.

      “Get what you need,” I tell her brusquely. “I’ll have to defer to your judgment on this matter.”

      Nadia bows her head to me before returning to what she was doing before I stopped her.

      Once she’s gone, Julian says, “I thought you were planning to try and get along with Nadia, not pick a fight with her every chance you get.”

      I know he’s right in calling me out on what I said I would do and what I’m actually doing.

      “I’ll try harder,” is all I can promise him before I stuff half a pancake into my mouth to avoid discussing the matter any further.

      “Give Sarah a little slack,” Helen defends me. “I don’t think any of us would like to have someone watching every little thing we do. I know I certainly wouldn’t.”

      I decide not to remind Helen that with Nadia around that’s exactly what she’ll have. I seriously doubt Nadia trusts Julian, since he’s a vampire, and she has to know that if it ever came down to choosing sides between me or Julian, Helen would always choose Julian. My alfar guardian doesn’t seem like the type of person who would trust anyone just because I told her she could. She’ll have to decide for herself who among my friends and family would never betray me.

      All in all, Nadia and the men who tote in her arsenal bring in a total of five large steel containers. I do finally see her wheel in a hefty piece of luggage that undoubtedly holds her personal belongings.

      “How long until your friends arrive?” Nadia asks as she stands beside the kitchen table with her luggage.

      “It shouldn’t be too much longer,” Julian tells her. “I believe we asked the three of them to be here by eight o’clock this morning.”

      “Okay,” she says with a nod. “Finn and Ryan will be right outside the French doors while I’m upstairs getting ready for the day. They’ll help keep watch over the princess while I’m occupied.”

      I’m about to tell her that won’t be necessary, but Julian covers one of the hands I have resting by my plate with one of his to stop me.

      “That sounds fine,” he tells her. “We don’t have any plans to leave the house.”

      “Good,” she says, oblivious to the fact that I was about to argue the point. “I won’t take long.”

      “Let me help you get your luggage upstairs,” Julian offers, standing from his chair. Before Nadia has a chance to make a protest, Julian is already halfway down the hallway with her possessions. Gotta love vampire speed.

      I return to eating my breakfast. Viktor leaps onto the table and looks at me expectantly.

      “All I have to feed you is Fancy Feast,” I inform him.

      Viktor immediately raises his nose into the air in a gesture of utter disdain.

      “I know it might not be the most nutritious food for a cat,” Helen tells me, “but I did boil some chicken for him to eat until you’re able to go buy a different brand of cat food.”

      Viktor looks at Helen and says, with a gracious nod of his head in her direction, “Meow.”

      “It looks like he accepts your kind offering,” I tell her, slightly amused. I’m glad Helen knows about Viktor’s dual nature. That way I don’t have to make up excuses to help explain his almost human-like behavior and mannerisms.

      Helen stands up from her chair at the table to take care of Viktor’s needs for me. When Julian returns to the kitchen, he doesn’t do it alone. Surprisingly, my one and only warlock friend, Gage Morgan, is right beside him.

      “You’re early,” I say to Gage, happy to see him, even if Julian isn’t. I can tell by his stiff posture that Gage’s presence makes him uncomfortable. I know Julian doesn’t appreciate the fact that Gage witnessed what happened to him at the Destin house. I’m not sure if his discomfort stems from a need to keep his life as private as possible or simply male pride. Either way, the love of my life will simply have to get over it. Whether he wants to admit it or not, we need Gage’s help.

      “I couldn’t sleep last night after everything that happened,” he confesses, taking a seat directly across from me at the table. “So I thought I might as well come over a little early. How was the rest of your evening? Did you get any sleep?”

      “I slept really well actually,” I say with a small amount of guilt.

      “Would you like some breakfast, Gage?” Helen asks, after setting Viktor’s bowl of chopped chicken down in front of him.

      “Only if you have some to spare,” he tells her. “Don’t go to any trouble just for me.”

      “Oh, it’s no trouble,” Helen says, waving a hand in his direction. “I’ll have you a stack of pancakes made in a jiffy.”

      Just then, I hear the doorbell ring.

      “That’s Petru and Nathaniel,” Julian tells me before leaving the kitchen to go greet our other guests. In less than a minute, the two men join us in the room.

      “I hope we’re not late,” Petru says, as the pair enter the kitchen. Petru eyes Helen at the stove and asks, “I don’t suppose you have extra for young Nathaniel? I’m afraid his first breakfast has already become a distant, although fond, memory.”

      “There’s always food in this house for your companion, Petru,” Helen says with a wink.

      “Thanks, Helen,” Nathaniel replies, walking over to give her a peck on the cheek. “You always spoil me when I see you.”

      “You look a lot better this morning,” I tell Petru. “How was your evening?”

      “Uneventful,” he answers with a small shrug. “Nathaniel went to sleep as soon as we returned to the rental house we have on the coast. How about yours?”

      I chance a glance in Julian’s direction, not knowing how much of what’s happened since we last saw the trio he wants everyone to know. His secrets are his to tell, and I will never divulge information he would rather we keep within the family.

      “I think it’s time we got everything out into the open,” Julian says, retaking his seat beside me at one end of the table.

      Petru sits on the other end, now wearing a troubled frown after hearing Julian’s cryptic words.

      “What’s happened?” he asks worriedly as Nathaniel sits down beside him. “Why do you look so spooked?”

      “I think Sarah should be the one who tells you what’s happened,” Julian replies, “since I was asleep during most of it.”

      All eyes turn to me.

      “Do I need to explain what happened in Destin to Helen?” I ask Julian.

      “No,” he answers. “I filled her in last night before I went to bed.”

      I nod and begin to tell the others about Julian’s odd behavior in the car the night before and his sleepwalking earlier this morning.

      “Well, that’s certainly frightening,” Petru says, sitting farther back in his chair as he considers the implications of what I just said. “And you don’t have any recollection at all about doing these things?”

      Julian shakes his head. “None whatsoever.”

      Petru looks over at his companion. “You may need to start keeping a closer eye on me while I sleep, Nathaniel. Either that or I need to stop sleeping altogether.”

      “I’ve thought about that,” Julian says, “and now that you and Nathaniel are here, it seems like my idea would benefit the both of us, at least for the time being. Sarah and I would like it if you both stayed with us until we’re able to find a way to get rid of the souls we each carry. It’s obvious whatever that witch did has awoken the spirits enough that they have the ability to take control of our bodies when we sleep. For the safety of those around us, and possibly even our own, I think staying together is the smartest thing to do right now.”

      “I hate to bring this up,” Gage says, “but should the two of you warn the other vampires about what happened? The woman said she was looking for a specific soul and that neither of you are carrying it. If that’s true, what’s to stop her from concocting a similar trap for the others to fall victim to? I doubt she’s going to stop searching for the spirit she’s after.”

      I look over at Julian. “You need to warn your sister.”

      He nods in agreement. “I can get in touch with her and Adrian. They’re easy. Some of the others might prove to be more difficult though.”

      “I think we’re going to have to get Mira to move up the date of the conclave with the others,” Petru says. “She’s the only one they’ll all listen to. Besides, our meeting was supposed to take place soon anyway.”

      “I think that’s reasonable, given the circumstances,” Julian agrees. “I’ll call her this morning and arrange things.” Julian looks over at Gage, and I know what he’s going to ask even before he does. He and I have already discussed the next step we need to take, and in order to do that successfully, we will need Gage’s help.

      “Do you happen to know what type of witch the woman was in Destin?” Julian asks him. “How dark was her magic?”

      “As dark as I’ve ever seen it,” he tells us uneasily. “I’ve known witches who could speak with spirits, but to be able to command shades is something entirely new to me. I haven’t mentioned what I saw to anyone else though. I assumed you wanted me to keep things quiet.”

      “I appreciate your discretion in the matter,” Julian replies gratefully. “Sarah has a theory that if we can appease the spirits inside us in some way, we can end their torment. It may be enough to coax them into leaving our bodies. What are your thoughts on the matter?”

      “I can’t say for sure that it’ll work,” Gage says hesitantly as he looks over at me. “But I think Sarah’s theory is sound and at least worth a try.”

      “I do know people who dabble in dark magic,” Julian tells him, “but we were hoping you might know someone who is trustworthy enough to keep what’s happening a secret.”

      “Finding someone we can trust will be the hard part,” Gage acknowledges, looking thoughtful over the matter. “Let me think about our options before I settle on someone.”

      “Talk to either Petru or me first before you contact the person you choose,” Julian says. “I would like to have a background check done first before we bring a stranger into the fold. Once we begin to explore this path to our salvation, the secret of what truly gives us our immortality will be out there for others to know about. I don’t think I have to tell you how dangerous that can be.”

      “No, you don’t,” Gage agrees. “I understand. If I can’t find someone we can fully trust but who can get the job done, would you be able to compel that person to forget what they learn about your condition?”

      “We can only lead people to do what we want, not forget specific memories. It’s possible I can compel them not to tell anyone else what they learn, but they will still retain the knowledge of what’s going on.”

      “I guess that’s better than nothing.”

      “All right,” Helen says as she walks over to the table with a plateful of pancakes, “enough talk about matters we can’t control right now. Why don’t we let these men eat their breakfast before we do anything else?”

      “Please, eat up,” Julian urges Gage and Nathaniel. “I should probably go …”

      When Julian doesn’t end his sentence, I immediately know something is wrong. Both he and Petru quickly jump out of their chairs.

      “Everyone get down!” Julian yells as he lunges toward me, just as Petru does the same to Nathaniel. The actions throw us both backwards in our chairs and onto the floor. Julian cradles the back of my head with one of his hands to prevent it from slamming against the tile.

      I instantly think that the souls inside the pair of vampires are controlling their actions, until I hear the glass in at least one of the French doors shatter from being hit by a great force only a second later.

      The two guards Nadia left outside to protect the house can be heard yelling to one another about a shot being fired and guessing what direction it came from.

      Julian pulls my body off the chair until I’m lying flat on my back, looking up at him.

      “Remain on the floor until it’s safe,” he orders me. “Petru, stay here and protect them!”

      Before I can ask Julian where it is he’s going, another shot is fired into the room. It strikes the wall directly behind me, shattering the bottom edge of the wooden frame around a painting of a garden landscape.

      Julian quickly stands and dashes toward the French doors in a blur of motion. He opens them and runs out into the backyard, yelling for the alfar guards to go inside the house and protect me. That’s all I hear or see of Julian for what seems like forever. One of the alfar men takes a crouched position just inside the doorway with his pistol at the ready, while the other one makes his way to my side.

      “Have you been shot, Your Highness?” the guard asks me, sweeping my body with his gaze to make a cursory inspection.

      I shake my head. “I’m fine.”

      Viktor snuggles up against my side, and I welcome the comfort of his warmth.

      Nadia enters the room, only clad in a silky black bra and matching panties. She kneels down by the entryway of the room with her arms stretched out in front of her, holding her gun steady toward the open doors.

      “Is the princess safe?” she barks, keeping her gaze on the back of the house.

      “The princess is secure,” the guard beside me answers. “Her vampire ran out into the woods behind the house.”

      “Let’s hope he finds the bastard,” Nadia growls, having already deduced that Julian is going after the assailant.

      I had come to the same conclusion and almost pitied the person who fired the shots. Julian will not be in the mood to talk nicely, but I hope he retains his common sense and brings the culprit in for questioning.

      Who was the shooter targeting? It could be anyone in the room, for all we know, but since both Petru and Julian can’t be killed by a single gunshot, it’s highly unlikely they were the targets, at least not directly. Killing either me or Nathaniel would work if either vampire were the true objective. I’m not familiar enough with Gage’s personal affairs to know if someone would want to murder him, but surely if he had been the target, the shooter would have chosen a time when he was alone and not inside a house with two vampires. Only Helen was left as a potential victim, but again, why wouldn’t the perpetrator wait until she was out shopping and more vulnerable?

      The most likely targets were either me or Nathaniel. Neither of us left our vampire’s side for very long, so the sniper may have thought he could get away with killing one or both of us to end Julian’s and Petru’s lives before they could find him or her.

      A few minutes pass before we’re able to learn the fate of our would-be assassin.

      Julian walks back into the kitchen dragging a man by the back of his shirt clothed in camouflage. Seeing people dressed in camo is almost an everyday occurrence in the South, whether it’s hunting season or not. I know some people who don’t even hunt but love to wear the print as a personal fashion statement.

      “You can all stand up now. He’s dead,” Julian tells us as he lets go of the man. The lifeless body lays on the floor, unnervingly still.

      The alfar guard beside me stands first and lends me a helping hand up off the floor. I turn around and look at Julian.

      “Did you kill him?” I ask, wondering why he would do such a rash thing.

      “No,” he replies with a small shake of his head. “He shot himself in the head before I could stop him.”

      Nadia walks over to the corpse while asking, “Do you recognize him? Was he after you?”

      “I know who he is,” Julian says, looking down at the corpse. “I saw him at Mira’s party.”

      “Who is he?” I ask.

      “He’s part of Damien’s pack in New Orleans. He’s the same werewolf who threw the tree limb into my chest.”

      “But I thought he was trying to kill Mira, not you,” I say, remembering the results of that incident quite clearly.

      “Maybe I was wrong,” Julian answers, continuing to glare at the werewolf’s body with a disconcerted expression on his face. “Maybe I was his target all along.”
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      We all stare at the corpse lying on the kitchen floor. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen a dead body. Since my parents were burned in the fire, we had a closed casket memorial for them, and the Hughes never made me go to a funeral of any of their friends or family members who passed away during the years I lived in their home. They didn’t want me to have to relive the trauma of losing my own parents by experiencing the sadness usually exhibited by loved ones of the deceased at services. I was always thankful for that small kindness, because for me the mourning of others would have been too much for me to handle. Kaylee’s parents still don’t know I’m an empath, but even without that knowledge, they’ve always understood how sensitive I am to the feelings of those around me.

      “I don’t understand,” Helen says hesitantly, seeming unable to take her eyes off the dead body lying on the floor. “Why would a werewolf want to kill you? We’ve never had problems with them before.”

      “I don’t know,” Julian replies, his features subtly shifting from confusion to anger. “But I’m sure as hell going to find out.”

      “How?” I ask.

      Julian drags his gaze away from the body to look at me. The determination and rage on his face frightens me a little. I’ve never seen him this mad before.

      “He’s a part of Damien’s pack,” he replies tersely, not angry at me but at the situation, “and Damien is a part of Mira’s Council of Elders in New Orleans. He’ll be held accountable for his subordinate’s actions.”

      “Then I suppose we’re going to New Orleans,” I say without having to ask if that will be our next move. My gaze returns to the body. “What are we going to do with him?”

      “Take him with us,” Julian answers. “Damien will want the body back, and it’s definitive proof of what we’re accusing him and his pack of.”

      “Maybe this man is a rogue wolf,” Nadia suggests. “It could be that when he tried to kill you at the party that Damien exiled him from the pack. This could have been his way to get revenge for having that done to him.”

      “Possibly,” Julian concedes. However, Nadia’s logic doesn’t seem to be enough to make him relinquish the tight hold he has on his anger. “But it doesn’t really matter what his reason for trying to kill me was. Jeopardizing my life places Sarah’s life in danger as well. I think we can both agree that we need to put an end to whatever type of vendetta this is once and for all. He killed himself before I could interrogate him for more information. No one kills themselves unless they prefer death to what awaits them with the living. We need to figure out what frightened him enough to end his own life, so we can make sure this isn’t something that will continue to haunt us.”

      Nadia glances in my direction briefly before saying, “Agreed. The princess’s safety takes top priority.”

      “Well, if we’re planning to go to New Orleans to confront Damien and his pack, it might be a good idea if you put some clothes on,” I suggest to my alfar guardian.

      “I don’t know,” Petru says, his lips stretching into an appreciative grin as he gazes at Nadia’s half-naked form. Women may not be his preference, but I suppose he can still recognize physical beauty when he sees it. “She looks quite fetching as she is, if you ask me. What do you think, Gage?”

      Gage clears his throat nervously as he shifts his eyes away from Nadia, looking guilt-ridden for staring at her.

      “I’m sure she would look nice in anything she chooses to wear,” he replies diplomatically.

      Nadia’s expression remains impassive, not looking the slightest bit pleased or displeased by either man’s compliment. She simply doesn’t care what others think about her. It’s an impressive quality, actually. To not care what the people around you think about how you look or how you act is something I think most people strive for but rarely achieve during their lives. It makes me wonder what Nadia’s Achilles’ heel might be. What weakens her? We all have our pressure points—those little things in life that cause us to react strictly on emotion. I’m curious to know what would make Nadia give in to her feelings and not remain so stoic all the time. Considering the fact that she will be a constant presence in my life, I’m sure the mystery will eventually reveal itself to me.

      “How are we going to get the body to New Orleans?” I ask.

      “We’ll need to take your car,” Julian tells me. “Mine doesn’t have a trunk large enough to accommodate him.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” Gage asks us.

      “The best thing you can do for us is find a witch or warlock who can contact our spirits so we can talk to them,” Julian tells him.

      “Do you want Nathaniel and me to come with you to New Orleans?” Petru asks.

      “I think Sarah and I can handle things down there,” Julian tells him. “Why don’t the two of you return to your rental house and bring your belongings back here, since you’ll be staying with us for the foreseeable future?”

      “And I will try to find someone in town who can replace the glass in the doors while you’re gone,” Helen says.

      “If you can wait on that,” Nathaniel tells her, “I’m pretty handy. I think I can fix it for you.”

      “Oh, that would be wonderful,” Helen says. “I always hate bringing strangers into our home.”

      “Can your guards stay here at the house until we get back?” Julian asks Nadia. “I would rather not leave Helen unprotected. We have no way of knowing if this man has an accomplice who might try to attack the house again.”

      “Yes, the guards can stay here for as long as we need them to,” Nadia confirms.

      “Good,” Julian says, looking relieved. “I guess I should call Mira now and let her know we’re coming and why.”

      Speaking of calling sisters …

      “I need to call Kaylee before we go,” I tell Julian.

      “Do it now,” he tells me. “I want to leave as soon as possible to get this handled and out of our way.”

      I nod, understanding his desire to resume our lives as quickly as possible.

      I go up to my bedroom and rummage through my purse to find my phone. Right after I dial Kaylee’s number, I suddenly feel nervous. Normally when I talk to Kaylee, I tell her everything that’s happened since I last spoke with her, but now, there’s very little I can tell her about my life anymore. How am I going to explain that I started yesterday out with Gage but ended up with Julian by that evening?

      I sigh, realizing my life has gotten way more complicated than I ever thought possible.

      Thankfully, Kaylee starts the conversation off by talking about herself and how awesome her doting husband is to her. It gives me a small window of time to think about what I should and shouldn’t mention to her about the events of the previous day.

      “So how did your day at the beach with Gage go?” she asks, making my heart sink with her innocent question. I decide honesty is the best policy and tell her as much of the truth as I can.

      “We had fun,” I begin. “He took me out to Ship Island for a picnic lunch.”

      “That was so nice of him!” she says enthusiastically. “It sounds like he provided you with just the distraction you were looking for. And how are things going on the Julian front?”

      “Well, we kind of had a breakthrough last night. He finally told me that he loves me.”

      “I knew it!” Kaylee practically screams in triumph. “I told Ben that I bet the old green-eyed snake of jealousy would bite Julian in the butt after he found out about your date with Gage.”

      “I guess it did the trick,” I say vaguely. “Listen, I’m calling to let you know that Julian and I will be going to New Orleans to see his sister today. I wanted to make sure you don’t need anything.”

      “Oh please, as if Ben would let me want for anything.” She giggles happily. “Plus, Mom said she was going to make Dad deal with the real estate business until after I have the baby. She obviously wants to make sure her granddaughter doesn’t come earlier than expected. So don’t worry about me, okay? I’m fine. Enjoy your own happiness for once, Sarah. You deserve it.”

      “Thank you,” I say, feeling as if a small portion of my self-imposed guilt has been washed away with her words of encouragement. “If you need me for anything, just call. I’ll make sure I have my cell phone with me this time.”

      “All I want you to do is enjoy being with your man,” Kaylee says. I don’t even have to see her face to know she’s smiling with happiness for me. “You’ve waited so long to find someone like him, Sarah. Just enjoy the newness of it all and have fun! Maybe by this time next year, you’ll be having a little Em of your own.”

      My heart flutters at the thought of a missed opportunity for Julian and me. My future doesn’t hold the possibility of children of my own in it. At least, not until we find a way to end Julian’s curse and free him from being a vampire. I can’t exactly tell Kaylee all of this, though. I’m slightly surprised at myself for actually finding the idea of a childless life gloomy. I never really thought I was the mothering type, but apparently, having the option taken away has caused me to reevaluate my priorities. If I was able to share this bit of self-discovery with Kaylee, she would probably be so happy she could fly to the moon and back on joy alone. It’s just another missed opportunity in my life caused by circumstances beyond my control.

      “I wouldn’t count on that happening,” I tell her regrettably.

      “I know, I know. I’m trying to rush things,” she says with a giggle. “Well, maybe you’ll at least be getting married before your next birthday. That would be so awesome, Sarah.”

      “It’s a possibility,” I tell her. “But everything is still new between Julian and me, Kaylee. I don’t want to rush into anything without thinking through all the consequences first.”

      “You’re right,” she begrudgingly agrees. “But I have a really good feeling about Julian. I just know in my heart that he’s the one for you.”

      I know it too.

      “I’ll try to call you tomorrow,” I promise. “Just relax and watch some TV.”

      “I already have my Netflix queued and ready to go,” she tells me. “Have fun in New Orleans for me!”

      “I will. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Fun isn’t exactly what I plan to have in New Orleans, but as long as Kaylee believes Julian and I are there for a quick romantic getaway, she’ll be less likely to worry about me.

      I grab my purse and head back downstairs to join the others. Julian is just coming back inside the house, through the front door, as I walk down.

      “Got our luggage packed?” I joke, obviously referring to the dead body and trying to make light of a situation that is anything but.

      “Safely locked away in your trunk,” he informs me, closing the front door behind him.

      Without even pausing at the bottom of the stairs, I walk straight toward Julian and into his arms. I rest my cheek against his chest and sigh as a sense of being safe in his arms washes over me.

      “I wish I could spare you the darker parts of my world,” he says, holding me so tightly I’m not sure he ever intends to let me go again, or breathe for that matter. “Not everything involves life-or-death situations. Parts of it are quite beautiful.”

      “You’ll get to show me those parts one day,” I say with certainty.

      “How can you say that and feel so confident in the words?” he asks.

      “Because I believe in them, and I believe in us. We’re destined to have a life of our choosing. No matter what might happen, we’ll make the best of the circumstances and find a way to be happy. Even though things are dark right now, I can honestly say that having you hold and love me makes it all worth it.”

      “I feel a little guilty for feeling so happy when I’m with you,” Julian confesses.

      I pull back from him slightly so I can look into his eyes and ask, “Why would you feel guilty about that?”

      “There’s so much that’s uncertain in our lives right now, but the one thing I know I can count on is the love I feel for you. Until I sensed your love for me, I had forgotten how good loving someone else can feel. I hope you never experience the despair of going through life feeling apathetic toward everything around you. I lost my ability to enjoy life, but you’ve given that back to me. You make me want to fight for our happiness. I promise you that I will do everything within my power to make sure your life is filled with joy and that you know how much you’re loved until the day we die.”

      “Let’s not talk about dying right now,” I tell him as I wrap my arms around his neck and lean up on the tips of my toes. “I would much rather talk about our plans for the future, especially our imminent future together between the sheets of a bed … any bed … anytime … anywhere.”

      Julian graces me with one of his rare genuine smiles.

      “You seem very determined to have me make love to you,” he says. “I hope I can live up to your high expectations.”

      “I have no doubt whatsoever that you will,” I reply with a coy smile of my own.

      Just as my lips are about to touch his, I hear Nadia clear her throat. I glance behind me to the stairs and see her standing there, dressed as though she’s prepared to go to war.

      Reluctantly, I relinquish my hold on Julian and turn around to stand beside him, so I can take in my guardian’s outfit. I quickly realize it’s not so much the clothes that she’s wearing that’s the problem; it’s the accessories she’s chosen to have on full display.

      Her attire is black. Not a real shocker there. It seems to be the alfar guards’ choice of color. Strapped to both of her thighs are black leather holsters, each equipped with the same type of pistol. I’m not a gun person, so I have no clue what kind they are. She’s wearing the same vest as she did the first time I saw her. It zips up the front and has various pouches with Velcro closures. I can’t see what’s in most of them, but I’m sure they’re all filled with something deadly. Across the left breast is a row of four red shotgun shells safely tucked into individual holders.

      “Uh, where exactly are you hiding a shotgun?” I have to ask.

      Nadia reaches directly behind her head, pulling out the shotgun from its holder on her back.

      “Do you really think all of this,” I say, making a circular motion with my index finger to encompass her one-woman armory, “is necessary?”

      “Considering what just happened here today,” she says, placing the shotgun back in its sheath on her back, “I believe it is.”

      “You can’t wear all of that on the drive down,” I tell her plainly. “If a highway patrolman saw you, he would definitely pull us over, and we don’t need that considering the fact we have a dead body in the trunk of my car.”

      I see Nadia’s initial stubbornness falter in the face of my logic.

      “I didn’t think about that,” she admits.

      “Do you have a bag you can put it all in until we get to Mira’s house?” I suggest. “Once we’re there, you can put it all back on before we meet with Damien.”

      “I’ll take what can be seen through a car window off,” she concedes, “but I’m keeping my pistols on. We have no way of knowing if this is a setup.”

      It takes me a moment, but I catch on to what she’s implying.

      “If it is just a ruse to get us out of the house and on the road to New Orleans,” I say, “it was a costly one. I doubt the man in our trunk thought it was worth his life.”

      “It could be that he wasn’t given a choice,” Nadia reasons. “For all we know, someone could have told him that if he didn’t do it, his family, or someone else he loves, would be killed. Until we get the full story, we have no way of knowing how much danger either of you are in.”

      “She’s right,” Julian tells me. “This could be a trap. We have to be prepared for anything to happen.” He looks at Nadia and asks, “Do you have a spare Glock I can carry on me? Just in case?”

      “Of course,” she says, looking pleased by Julian’s request. “I’ll go get you one from my room.”

      As Nadia makes her way back upstairs, I gripe, “More like her hoard of weapons of mass destruction. She could probably protect a small country with what she brought into this house.”

      “You really need to let your animosity about this go,” Julian advises, bringing me back into his arms as we wait for Nadia to return. “I don’t care if she has to bring a bomb in here. As long as she can help keep you safe, I have zero complaints.”

      “I don’t like the idea of having an armed guard around me for the rest of my life,” I tell him, looking for at least a little empathy. “It’s suffocating just to think about, much less live through.”

      “Why don’t we concentrate on one problem at a time?” Julian suggests, sounding aggravatingly reasonable. “Let’s find out why that werewolf was trying to kill me, and then we’ll try to think of a way to make you feel less claustrophobic about Nadia’s presence in your life.”

      He leans his head down and kisses my lips lightly.

      “If you’re trying to make me forget about her being around,” I say, “you’re going to have to kiss me a little better than that.”

      Julian smiles and happily complies with my demand.

      When his mouth covers mine, I feel the world around us slip away into nothing, until every one of my senses are completely consumed by him. All I can feel are his lips coaxing mine into parting as his silky warm tongue finds my own to play with. All I can hear are our mingled breaths becoming more labored as we both grow more aroused. All I can taste is the sweetness of his flesh against my tongue, making me wonder just how delicious the rest of him will be.

      It’s only when I hear the loading of a magazine of bullets into a gun directly behind me that I remember there’s still a real world around us. Reluctantly, I pull away from Julian. As I look into his beautiful hazel eyes, I know our kiss has left him as devastated as I am. I make a silent promise to him that we’ll continue our kiss and delve even deeper into exploring what else our bodies have to offer one another at the soonest possible opportunity.

      “Here’s your gun,” I hear Nadia say curtly to Julian.

      I turn to face her, expecting to see a furious expression on her face, because I can certainly feel her antagonism. Yet when I look at her, her features are barely registering any emotion at all. She’s obviously become a master at hiding her true feelings from those around her. I assume she’s annoyed that she found me kissing Julian. Being that she’s alfar, I’m sure she expects me to marry an alfar, just like Viktor does. Speaking of my cat …

      “I’ll be right back,” I tell them both as I head toward the kitchen.

      I find my cat in the arms of Helen, being petted and pampered to the point of becoming spoiled rotten.

      “I thought I would take Viktor along with us,” I tell Helen. “You know how pouty he can get if I don’t take him everywhere I go.”

      Helen hands Viktor over to me.

      “Be careful,” she begs. “Keep in mind that you have no friends in New Orleans, even though Julian still seems to believe he can rely on Mira as an ally. Just because she’s his sister doesn’t mean she can be trusted. Do you understand?”

      “I’ll make sure to keep my eyes and ears open while we’re there,” I promise.

      “Good,” Helen replies with a firm and satisfied nod of her head.

      I can feel the faith and trust Helen has in me to do what I just said, and I don’t intend to let her down. Having already met Julian’s sister, I know for a fact that she will always do whatever serves her interests the most.

      Helen’s right. Mira can’t be trusted, and I intend to make sure she doesn’t make matters worse to serve her own agenda.
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      The atmosphere in the car on the drive down to New Orleans is tense, to say the least. Nadia doesn’t speak a word to either Julian or me. In fact, I can still feel her anger. There’s even a hint of jealousy mixed in, but I have no idea why she’s still angry or what she could possibly be jealous about. Sure, she caught us making out, but come on, shouldn’t she be over that little indiscretion by now? What the hell is her problem?

      For all intents and purposes, I am her ruler, and she really doesn’t have a say in how I conduct my personal life. I suppose she’ll tattle to my aunt the first chance she gets about what she suspects is happening between Julian and me, but I truly don’t see what concern it is of Shael’s how I conduct my private affairs. I haven’t formally agreed to assume the throne of House Moonshade upon her death. Until I do that, I view my life as my own.

      I plan to make it clear to my aunt that I do not intend to marry any alfar she might try to pawn off on me. I know I’ll eventually need to have a face-to-face conversation with the queen of the alfar on the subject, but today is not that day. Or so I hope …

      “Are we only meeting with your sister and Damien about the assassin?” I ask Julian, keeping my eyes on the road while I drive.

      “No. She said she would be calling in the entire Council of Elders to discuss what needs to be done about the situation.”

      I glance in the rearview mirror to look at Nadia as I ask her, “Does an alfar have a seat on the council in New Orleans?”

      “Yes,” she answers, meeting my gaze in the mirror.

      When she doesn’t provide me with any more information than that, I ask, “Is it Shael?”

      “The queen doesn’t have the time to devote to something so trivial,” Nadia replies. “She appointed an emissary by the name of Alden Highborn to act on her behalf.”

      I breathe a small sigh of relief. Seeing my aunt today wasn’t something I was prepared to do. I know I need to speak with her sooner rather than later, if for nothing else than to ask if she will rescind her orders to Nadia about guarding me. I know Julian wants to keep her around for the sake of my safety, but I at least need to know that I can send her home if I get tired of her hovering around me like a mama bear. The only problem with asking Shael the question is the fact that my aunt will more than likely want to discuss my plans for the future in more detail. I can’t do that yet. The rest of my life hinges on finding a way to rid Julian of his ghost problem. Until that happens, I can’t make any definite decisions about anything in my life.

      When we reach Mira’s fortress of intimidation, I can’t say that I’m too surprised she chose to have the council meeting at her home. I’m sure she wants to remind everyone that she’s the queen bee of New Orleans and that the whole world is supposed to bow to her wishes.

      Standing outside on the large front porch of Mira’s home are six well-armed guards. They’re all equipped to the hilt with weapons, just like Nadia.

      “Are they here to protect us or protect Mira from us?” I ask, eyeing the display of force with open distrust. I remember Helen’s words of caution to me quite clearly. I have no friends here in New Orleans, and Mira’s show of force is a clear reminder of that fact.

      “I’m sure they’re here for our protection,” Julian says, but even I can hear the doubt in his voice over his assumption about his sister’s true intent.

      “Can I put my vest back on now?” Nadia asks, even though she’s already reaching for it on the floorboard in front of her.

      “Yes,” I say. “Looks like we might actually need what you brought while we’re here.”

      I drive my Camry to the front of the house and park it. The large, ornately carved, wooden front doors open as if the occupants within were impatiently awaiting our arrival. Mira and Adrian step out onto the steps side by side and walk down to meet us.

      “I’m happy to see you again, brother,” Mira says, giving Julian a brief hug in greeting, “but I wish you could have returned to us under better circumstances.”

      Mira turns her attention to Nadia and me. Her eyes narrow on Nadia in slight confusion.

      “Aren’t you a part of the alfar Valengard?” Mira asks her.

      “Yes,” Nadia answers without freely offering up any more information. She looks over at me as if to say that if I want Mira to know more about my rank among the alfar, I need to be the one who divulges the information to her.

      Viktor meows to remind me that he’s nearby and jumps up from the ground, expecting me to catch him. I do, but just barely.

      I notice Adrian looking between the cat purring contentedly in my arms and Nadia.

      “My, my, my, Sarah,” he says, looking at me in undisguised surprise. “Why is it that you’re suddenly so important to the alfar?”

      “We have a lot we need to discuss,” Julian tells both Adrian and his sister. “Do we have time before the others arrive?”

      “We have a few minutes,” Mira replies, staring at me with a puzzled expression on her face.

      “Then I suggest we go somewhere private to speak,” Julian says. “The body of the werewolf who tried to kill us is in the trunk of the car. You should probably have one of your men take it somewhere for safekeeping.”

      Mira nods and turns around to order one of her guards to retrieve the body and place it close to the room where the meeting is supposed to take place. She then proceeds to ask us to follow her into the house.

      We all walk directly to a sitting room located near the back of the mansion. Nadia stations herself in front of the ceiling-to-floor wall of windows in the room that frames the backyard like a picture postcard. I presume her strategic positioning is a precautionary measure against other would-be shooters, since she places her body directly in line with mine.

      Julian remains standing, while the rest of us sit and watch him pace back and forth. First, he tells Adrian and Mira about my true heritage. To say both vampires are shocked by the news is an understatement. Julian quickly moves on from the topic of my royal status among the alfar to what happened to him and Petru in Destin. Outwardly, Mira and Adrian look calm about this newfound knowledge concerning the curse each of them are under, but they can’t hide their true feelings from me. Mira is scared and worried. Adrian is scared, but there’s also a small spark of hope emanating from him that I didn’t expect to sense. I would have thought he would be of the same mind as Mira and want to maintain his status as a vampire, yet from what I’m detecting, the possibility of ending his affliction is making him hopeful about his future.

      “I need for you to get in touch with the others and organize the conclave sooner than your original plan,” Julian tells Mira. “We need to warn everyone else that this woman is targeting us before they fall victim to one of her traps.”

      “And you’re sure you never saw this woman before? You didn’t recognize her at all?” Mira asks.

      “Positive,” Julian replies. “You know I never forget a face.”

      “And how exactly did Petru locate her?” Adrian asks.

      “We’ve had a series of private investigators searching for anyone who is a relative of Dorka. One of them located her for us.”

      Adrian looks at Julian skeptically. “It sounds more like she hunted you down than the other way around, don’t you think?”

      “What do you mean?” Julian asks.

      “I think it’s more likely that she led this PI of yours to her on purpose.”

      “It’s possible,” Julian concedes. “She was prepared for us, so I would have to say your suggestion is very likely what happened.”

      “It doesn’t really matter,” I add in. “You need to warn the other vampires what’s going on before it’s too late. If she is devising traps for you all to fall into, like Julian and Petru did, everyone needs to be warned.”

      “I agree,” Mira says unexpectedly. “I’ll get in touch with the others and see when they’re all available.”

      “Make sure you tell them that it’s urgent we meet soon,” Julian stresses. “I’m not sure if telling them over the phone is the best course of action either. You know how skeptical the others are about things that involve witchcraft.”

      “They probably wouldn’t believe such an incredible story if it came from me anyway,” Mira says. “It would be better if they heard it from you directly. You’ve never been prone to lying like the rest of us.”

      “I have no problem telling them my story,” Julian says.

      “Will they ask for proof?” I inquire. “If the others are that skeptical, will Julian’s word be enough?”

      Mira gives a delicate shrug of her shoulders. “I have no way of knowing exactly how they will react. If you have any proof to give, that would certainly help matters.”

      There’s a knock on the room’s door. After Mira instructs the person to come in, one of her guards sticks his head inside the room.

      “The others are here, Ms. Movila,” he announces.

      “Tell them we’ll be right there,” Mira orders, already rising from her seat on the couch in the room. She looks back at Julian and says, “Let’s go handle this situation with Damien’s pack. After things are settled, I’ll begin arranging the details of the conclave. I’ll tell the others to come to New Orleans, since four of us are already in the area.”

      Julian nods his head in agreement.

      Mira and Adrian lead the way out of the room while Julian and I follow after them. Nadia stays behind us, keeping close but not too close. I hate to admit it, but I like knowing Nadia is watching my back. If we have any problems with the werewolves, we might need her if a fight breaks out. Mira has a ton of guards stationed around her house, but I have no idea how well trained they are. For all I know, they could just be window dressings to make her appear more formidable than she actually is. I remember Julian telling me that it was the alfar present at Mira’s party who put an end to the fight that broke out. If I learned one thing from my altercation with the woman in Destin, it’s that you can’t plan for every eventuality. You should always try to be prepared for the unexpected.

      We end up not having to travel very far from where we were. Mira walks down to the end of the hallway before entering a room. We find the members of the council waiting for us in what appears to be a ballroom. The interior wall is composed of a series of mirrors. The tops of the walls are trimmed in an off-white, ornate molding flecked with gold. The outer wall has four large doors that lead to the veranda at the back of the house. The hardwood floor is laid out in an intricate basket weave pattern with alternating light and dark wood planks.

      When we walk into the room, I falter in my steps when I see who’s waiting there for us.

      My Aunt Shael stands front and center in the small gathering of New Orleans’s supernatural elite. When she notices us enter the room, her eyes immediately focus on me.

      “Queen Shael,” Mira says in surprise, answering the question I was asking myself about whether or not my aunt’s presence here was expected. “I wish I had known you would be joining us today. I would have personally greeted you when you arrived.”

      Shael smiles. “That wasn’t necessary, Mira. I’m simply here as an observer to today’s proceedings, and I thought it would be a good opportunity for me to visit with my niece again.”

      Of the other five people present in the room, only four of them seem surprised by Shael’s announcement. The handsome black man standing by her is wearing an amused grin on his face as he watches the reactions of the others. Nadia told me in the car that my aunt usually sends a man named Alden Highborn to the council meetings. I can only assume that this man is Shael’s emissary.

      Alden has a friendly, open face that would make anyone trust what he says. His black hair is cropped short, and he has a well-trimmed beard and mustache that’s only long enough to accentuate the contours of his handsome features. He looks to be around the same age as the queen: early to mid-forties. When his brown eyes meet mine, I feel an instant connection to him, as if he’s a long-lost friend. Alden also possesses an attribute that I’ve only come across once before.

      I can’t sense what he’s feeling.

      As we continue to stare at one another, I see Alden’s high forehead crinkle in slight consternation. He continues to study me like I’m a curiosity, which is probably a mirror of my own expression about him. The only other person in the world I can’t use my empathic ability on is Julian. What’s blocking me from reading Alden’s feelings? Is it some type of alfar magic? If it’s a protective spell, I’m sure my aunt would have it on her too. I know she doesn’t, because I can feel how genuinely happy she is to see me again. I’m not sure what’s going on with Alden, but I plan to find out.

      “Come, Sarah,” Shael says to me as she waves a friendly hand, beckoning me to approach the group. “Let me introduce you to the other members of the council.”

      I sense Mira become angry as I walk past her toward my aunt. She doesn’t like the fact that Shael is taking over the meeting. This was supposed to be her show, and my aunt is usurping her spotlight. I can’t say Mira’s bruised vanity bothers me much. She thinks way too much of herself as it is. She deserves to be taken down a peg or two as often as possible.

      As I walk over to my aunt and the others, Viktor leaps out of my arms and proceeds to walk over to a crescent-shaped table made from polished cherry wood located right behind the group. He jumps up on top of it and lies down to keep an eye on the proceedings from his elevated vantage point.

      When I reach my aunt, she gives me a brief hug and kiss on the cheek in greeting. The fragrant bouquet of warm vanilla surrounds Shael, instantly causing me to feel more comfortable before I’m quickly engulfed by the group of strangers.

      “It’s so good to see you again,” Shael tells me, smiling pleasantly. Her warm expression may be disarming, but I can sense her cautious nature kick in as she begins to introduce me to the other members of the council.

      “Sarah,” she says, starting with the person on her left, “I would like to introduce you to my most trusted advisor, Alden Highborn.”

      Alden bows at the waist to me in true reverence. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness,” he says. When he stands back up to his full height, he continues. “The members of my family have been loyal servants to House Moonshade for many years. I hope to continue that tradition during your future reign.”

      “Thank you,” I say, not knowing how else to reply to such a heartfelt declaration. “I appreciate knowing that.”

      Alden smiles at me. Even without my empathic ability working on him, I can tell by the small grin on his face that he’s pleased with me.

      “This lovely lady is Fiona Delvaux,” Shael says, continuing her introductions as she addresses the woman standing to the left of Alden. “She is the High Priestess of the New Orleans coven of witches.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Sarah,” Fiona says, extending her hand for me to shake. I hesitate a second before placing my hand into hers. I don’t know very much about witches and warlocks, but I assume it’s safe to shake hands with her, since neither Shael nor Alden blocks me from doing so.

      Fiona’s skin is the color of rich caramel, and her long, black hair has a multitude of tight, naturally flowing curls. Her handshake is firm just like her gaze. I can sense she’s trying to figure me out, as if I’ve suddenly become some great mystery that she needs to solve. Little does she know that I’m not that complicated.

      “And this gentlemen is Ryker Arriens, High Priest of the coven,” Shael continues after Fiona and I stop shaking hands.

      The man standing beside Fiona extends his hand to me also. Ryker looks to be in his late forties, possibly early fifties, considering his salt and pepper hair. He has a lean physique, like a runner. His steely blue-gray eyes stare into mine as if he plans to unlock the secret depths of my soul.

      “I’m afraid you’ve thrown us all for a bit of a loop,” Ryker tells me with a cautious smile. “We weren’t aware House Moonshade had an heir.”

      “Sarah is my brother’s daughter,” Shael explains. “I’m sure you all remember the turmoil that followed Rhys’s refusal to take the throne.”

      I look at Shael. “Refusal?”

      Shael gives a small nod. “Yes. He was supposed to become king after my father’s passing, but he decided to leave us and live with you and your mother instead.”

      “If you knew he was with us,” I say, thinking through the implications of her statement, “why didn’t you come for me when he died?”

      “We didn’t know where you were,” she replies, looking uncomfortable with me questioning her in front of the others about private family matters.

      Considering the fact that my family only lived a couple of hours away from New Orleans, I don’t understand how she didn’t know exactly where we lived. Then again, maybe the alfar considered my father dead to them and didn’t care where he went. I can sense Shael’s need to shut down my line of questioning on the subject in front of everyone else, so I don’t push the matter.

      “I believe Damien and Audrey would like to clear up the matter of their wolf attacking Julian’s home this morning,” the queen says, effectively changing the subject.

      “Yeah, we would,” Damien replies gruffly.

      I don’t need to be introduced to the alpha of the pack of werewolves in New Orleans. I remember him quite clearly from Mira’s party.

      Even if I didn’t know Damien could change into a wolf, I would still be able to sense his animal side. I’m not sure what he has to be so angry about though. It was his wolf who attacked Julian and me, not the other way around. I look at the woman standing beside Damien and have to assume she’s the one Shael called Audrey. It’s obvious that she’s a werewolf too. She and Damien share the same underlying wild temperament.

      Audrey is a tall, leggy, blonde-haired woman with haunting blue eyes. She looks at me like she wants to eat me and not in the fun way. Her pouty lips hold the beginnings of a snarl as her upper lip quivers slightly with suppressed anger.

      “Yes, well,” Shael says, looping a protective arm through one of mine as she pulls me away from the werewolves in a maneuver that looks completely natural, “why don’t we all take our seats at the table and allow Sarah’s companion to tell us exactly what transpired at his home this morning. I was told you brought the body with you, Julian.”

      “Yes,” Julian answers, walking farther into the room from the entrance. “We have the corpse.”

      “Bring it,” Damien practically orders.

      Audrey takes one of the eight seats at the table, allowing Damien to handle matters for their pack. I don’t know a lot about werewolves, except for what I’ve seen on Teen Wolf, and who the hell knows if any of that show’s rules apply in real life? But I assume Audrey is either Damien’s mate or the beta wolf of the pack. Considering the fact that Damien and Mira were lovers at one time, I’m going to go on the assumption that Audrey is probably the beta. If she was Damien’s mate, I doubt she would sit next to Mira without tearing the other woman’s throat out for sleeping with her man. If wolves are anything like dogs, they tend to be very territorial about their property. I don’t see Audrey just standing by and allowing her mate to have lovers on the side. I feel pretty confident in my assumption that she would get rid of her competition by any means necessary.

      Shael walks me around the table and gestures with her hand for me to take the seat on the right end. I do as she suggests, assuming she will sit next to me. Instead of that, she and Alden stand behind my chair like overprotective parents. Nadia comes to stand near me at the end of the table while Viktor lies down on the tabletop in front of me. I have to say that I’ve never felt so sheltered from harm in my life.

      The rest of the council members take their seats as we watch two of Mira’s guards drag the body of Damien’s werewolf into the room. They lay his corpse in front of the table as both Julian and Damien walk up to it. Julian stands behind it as Damien kneels down on one knee to inspect the body.

      “Did you shoot him in the head?” Damien practically snaps at Julian.

      “No,” the man I love answers in a calm voice. “He did that to himself before I could reach him. I assure you that I would have kept him alive to find out why he was trying to kill me. Do you happen to know the reason why he would do such a thing?”

      “No,” Damien answers, standing to his feet to face Julian. “I don’t have a clue why he would want to kill you or your companion for that matter.”

      I can sense he’s telling Julian the truth. Damien also feels confused by the situation. It’s clear he doesn’t know what motivated his wolf to act the way he did.

      “Is it just a coincidence that he’s also the one who threw the tree limb at Mira’s back at the party?” Julian asks. “Was he aiming at her, like we all thought, or was he trying to kill me even then?”

      Damien doesn’t answer right away. His hesitation is long enough for me to sense that he wants to keep the truth of what happened at Mira’s party a secret.

      “You would have to ask him what his true motives were at the party,” Damien replies, working out a way to not give a direct answer. “But since he’s dead, I guess you’ll just have to keep wondering.”

      I might not be able to sense Julian’s feelings, but the sudden scowl on his face tells me Damien’s words just royally pissed him off.

      “Listen to me very carefully,” Julian tells Damien in a deadly voice, “if you or any more of your wolves attack me or any member of my family again, I will hunt all of your pack leaders down and tear their throats out with my bare hands, starting with yours. I suggest you take my words as a promise, because I don’t make idle threats.”

      “You can’t take us all down by yourself,” Damien replies, sounding tough, but I can feel his fear of Julian quite clearly.

      “Yes, I can,” Julian replies as a matter of fact and not a vain boast. “You know I can. This is your one and only warning, because I won’t be giving you a second one.”

      Julian looks down at the body of the man who tried to kill us and asks, “Who was he, and what position did he hold in your pack?”

      Damien looks so angry with Julian that I’m not sure he’s going to answer his questions, but finally he does.

      “His name was Jacob,” Damien finally says. “He didn’t hold any position within my pack after the party. I banished him for almost killing you.”

      “So he was a rogue wolf?” Julian questions him.

      “Yes. We turned him out and refused to take him back.”

      “Hmmm,” Julian says, considering this new information. “Then his efforts this morning could have been in retaliation for him being expelled from your pack.”

      “I suppose that’s possible,” Damien begrudgingly admits. “But,” he begins, hesitating as he thinks things through, “I’m not sure that explains why he killed himself.”

      “Perhaps he knew my brother wouldn’t take kindly to being shot at,” Mira says from her chair at the center of the table. “He was probably more afraid of that than death.”

      “Still,” Damien says, sounding unconvinced, “Jacob wasn’t a weak man or wolf. I don’t understand why he would shoot himself. If his objective was to kill Julian, why didn’t he try to do it in close combat? His suicide doesn’t make any sense to me.”

      “Whatever the reason,” Adrian says, looking and sounding bored by the proceedings, “he’s dead now. Too bad he didn’t die in wolf form.” Adrian sighs disappointedly. “His pelt would have made an excellent addition to my collection.”

      Damien’s hands clench into fists by his sides, and I can see and sense that he’s holding himself back from pouncing on Adrian to tear his head off.

      The high-pitched squeal of nails scratching against a hard surface can be heard coming from the other end of the table. I look across and see Audrey slowly making claw marks on the lacquered surface as she stares at Adrian, like she’s imagining herself clawing his face off.

      “Temper, temper,” Adrian says to Audrey condescendingly. “Do you need to be house broken, little wolf?”

      Audrey growls in response, and I see her steely blue eyes begin to glow.

      “Enough!” Damien shouts at her.

      Audrey’s reaction to his command is automatic. She removes her hands from the table’s surface and turns her head away from Adrian in a vain attempt to starve her anger.

      Fiona clears her throat delicately to gain everyone’s attention.

      “Even though Damien had no control over what this rogue wolf did,” she says to the other members of the council, “Jacob was a former member of his pack. Under the guidelines you set forth, Mira, retribution is still called for in this situation. Damien and his pack must be punished for what was done.”

      “Agreed,” Mira says. I can sense she’s taking a great deal of pleasure out of something. I’m not sure if it’s the fact that Fiona is treating her as the leader of the council or if punishing Damien excites her. Odds are it’s a mixture of both. “If the rest of you agree, I suggest we revoke the rights of the New Orleans pack from having a say on this council for one year.”

      “You can’t do that!” Damien protests hotly.

      “Yes,” Mira tells him haughtily as she raises her chin a notch, “I can. That is my judgment. Does anyone here disagree with my punisHmment?”

      No one says a word.

      “Good,” Mira says, sounding pleased. “Since your pack no longer has a say on what the council does, you are all hereby restricted in your travels. You are all required to stay within the county limits for the next year, and your pack is forbidden to produce any offspring. If you do, they will be sent to another pack in a different country to live out the remainder of their lives.”

      Damien’s jaw clenches in anger, but he holds his tongue and doesn’t make a reply. I get the sense that he knows if he tries to argue against Mira’s dictate that she will make the punisHmment even harsher.

      Mira stands from her chair. “I would like to thank you all for coming here today on such short notice,” she says, looking down either side of the table. “As long as we remain united, I believe we can continue to grow and prosper together. My goal has always been to maintain our prominence as the most powerful supernatural community in the world. In order to do that, we must remain vigilant against people who do anything to disturb the peace we have. Since we have no other matters to discuss today, I hereby call this meeting to a close.”

      Everyone stands from his or her chair, so I do as well. Viktor walks up to me and stands on his hind legs while placing his front paws on my chest. I can take a hint. I pick him up and cradle him in my arms before turning around to face Shael and Alden.

      Shael smiles at me kindly. “I’m sorry our second meeting was due to such horrible circumstances,” she tells me, “but I am grateful for the opportunity to see you again so soon, Sarah.”

      “I wish the situation could have been better too,” I tell her.

      “I have to confess,” she continues, “I was a smidge concerned about your safety when I heard what happened. If Nadia hadn’t been with you this morning, I probably would have been beside myself with worry, but I had every confidence that she would keep you safe. However, I wonder if you would consider staying with me in my palace for a little while until Nadia and her team can do a comprehensive threat assessment. Considering what happened last night in Destin and the events of this morning, I would feel better knowing you were completely safe.”

      “I don’t believe my life is in any danger,” I tell her, feeling as though being kept “safe” in the palace is just code for being a willing prisoner. “I should be fine staying here with Julian.”

      “I see,” Shael says, clearly disappointed that I didn’t take her up on her offer. “Well, at least I know Nadia will be close by your side to help protect you.”

      “About that,” I say, hating to have Nadia so close when I make my plea to my aunt, but I have no idea when I’ll be able to make my case again, “I don’t really think I need a bodyguard.”

      Shael tilts her head at me as if I’ve just spoken to her in a strange language she doesn’t understand. Finally, she asks, “Are you asking me to replace Nadia with someone else? Is she not performing her duties well enough for you?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.” I’m quick to correct her. “I just don’t think I need someone watching me all the time. I don’t need a Valengard detail following my every move.”

      Understanding finally dawns in Shael’s eyes. “Ah, I see. While I understand that having them around may seem restrictive to your day-to-day activities, I can assure you they’re necessary for your safety. If you are asking me to change their orders, I’m afraid that is quite impossible. Once a Valengard detail is dispatched, it’s for life. If I were to bring them back now, they would all be disgraced in the eyes of the alfar and stripped of their ranks. Is that what you want?”

      “No,” I say, appalled by the consequences of what I thought would be a simple enough request. “It’s not their fault that I don’t want them. It probably would have been better if you had asked me if I wanted bodyguards before you sent them to me.”

      “I am your queen,” Shael says as a gentle, yet resolute, reminder of her authoritative place in my life. “I am also your aunt. It is my duty to make sure the next heir to House Moonshade is protected at all times. Frankly, I don’t need your permission to do anything. I know you are new to our world and that it will take you some time to assimilate to how we do things. The leader of the ruling house of the alfar doesn’t answer to anyone or ask permission to do anything. Am I making myself clear?”

      Shael may look angelic and smell like cookies, but I can see now that she is rock hard on the inside when needed. I suppose she has to be this way in order to maintain peace among the alfar and handle those within the supernatural community. I don’t take her question as a tactic to bully me into submission. She is just trying to make sure I understand that, whether I like it or not, my life is no longer my own anymore. I have a new set of rules that apply to me now, and there’s nothing I can do to change that fact.

      “Yes,” I tell her. “I understand.”

      Shael smiles. “Good. I’m glad to hear it. Now, we must plan your first visit so you can meet the other alfar. They’re all dying to get to know you.”

      “I really can’t be away for too long,” I tell her. “My sister is having trouble with her pregnancy, and I don’t like being too far away from her right now. To be honest, I’m not even sure where all of you live. Is it close?”

      Shael’s eyebrows rise in surprise after hearing my question. I can tell she expected me to know more about where the alfar live by now.

      “Oh dear,” she says, “I see we really do have a lot to teach you about where you come from. Nadia,” Shael says, looking over at her, “you will need to educate the princess about our world before she visits. Can I trust you to do that for me?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Nadia says, bowing at the waist to her queen. “In fact, I’ve already started to teach her a little bit about the other houses. I will make sure she knows what else to expect.”

      “As always, I know I can rely on you,” Shael replies. “It’s exactly why I chose you to protect the princess.”

      “Thank you for having so much faith in me,” Nadia says, bowing again respectfully.

      “Well, I hate to leave you, but I must be getting back to the palace,” Shael tells me. “I have another meeting that requires my presence.”

      “It was nice to see you again,” I tell her. “Thank you for coming here to be with me today.”

      “I hope we can make some sort of arrangement so we can see each other more often. There is a lot I need to teach you about handling certain delicate matters among the alfar. My greatest hope is that I can prepare you for your reign better than I was at the beginning of mine.”

      Shael leans in to give me a quick peck on the cheek.

      “Take care of yourself,” she whispers in my ear, “and be careful who you trust in this city.”

      She pulls away from me and turns slightly to Alden. “I suppose we should be heading home now, Alden.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” he replies. “I think that would be wise. Lord Firestorm is not a man known for his patience.”

      Shael looks at me and smiles. “I’ll see you again soon, Sarah.”

      As Shael and Alden walk out of the room together, I know telling my aunt I don’t want to inherit the throne from her will be an almost impossible task. I’m not even sure she’ll listen to my argument, since her mind seems to be set on me becoming the next queen of the alfar. I would like to preserve my family’s heritage, but I also want to live my own life. Until I figure out a way to have what I want from each world, I’ll just need to learn how to balance them both.

      When I set out on this trip to New Orleans, I viewed my life as my own. Now I can clearly see how naïve I was to think that, but I’m also determined to find a solution to my problems and make everything work in my favor. I refuse to give up on my dream of a perfect life with Julian. I just need to figure out a way to make it happen.
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      After the alfar leave the room, Damien picks up the dead body of his fallen comrade and tosses him over his shoulder. As he and Audrey walk out of the room, they do so quietly, but the expressions on their faces are filled with unfiltered rage. I can’t say I blame them for how they feel. I had no idea Mira and her Council of Elders could make unilateral decrees, such as blocking a certain population of supernatural beings from producing offspring. Now, I can fully understand why Petru said he would never choose to live in New Orleans. I wouldn’t either, which makes me wonder why the people here don’t revolt or just pick up and leave altogether.

      I chance a glance in Nadia’s direction and expect to see a scowl on her face. I did, after all, just try to get her fired. Surprisingly, I find her grinning at me, looking pleased about something.

      “I thought you would be mad at me,” I tell her, continuing to stroke Viktor’s back. I no doubt look like a Blofeld wannabe from a James Bond movie as I pet my white pussycat.

      Nadia shakes her head. “No. I’m not mad, Your Highness. I’m perfectly aware that you consider my presence in your life a nuisance. At least you tried to do something about an issue that was bothering you, no matter who heard your request. I would rather have a leader who is proactive, instead of one who lets people run over her without protest.”

      “A lot of good my protesting did,” I mutter.

      “You could still have me and the others sent back to Alfheim if you wanted to,” Nadia reminds me.

      “Not without you all going back in disgrace,” I say. “I won’t do that to you. It’s not your fault you were sent here without me consenting to the arrangement first.”

      “Still,” Nadia says seriously, “it is your prerogative to send us back, if you want. That is within your power.”

      I sigh. “Even if I did, Shael would simply send others to replace you.”

      “True,” Nadia confirms.

      “She might send someone even more protective than you are,” I reason. “At least I know I can get along with you. Who knows if I would be able to handle the next Valengard she sent?”

      Nadia squints at me, looking puzzled by my words. “So this is your idea of ‘getting along’ with someone? I would hate to see how you treat a mortal enemy.”

      “I haven’t been that bad,” I argue weakly.

      Nadia looks at me like I might be secretly deluding myself concerning my behavior toward her but gives the diplomatic response of silence.

      “Okay, I have been rude on occasion,” I begrudgingly admit, “but you need to remember that all of this is new to me. My life was my own only a few days ago. It’s going to take me a while to get used to everything that’s changed. I don’t know what people are talking about half the time and have to get them to explain things to me. It’s becoming really annoying. For example, you just said a word as if I should already know what it is. What exactly is Alfheim? I assume it’s the place you come from by the way you used it in your sentence, but that’s all I can figure out on my own. Is it a city?”

      “Alfheim is the name of the alfar home world,” Nadia explains. “The alfar are from another planet in another galaxy.”

      “Oh,” I say, not having a witty comeback for such a revelation. So being half-alfar means I’m half space alien too. I try to quickly accept that fact, but I think it’s going to take some time before that miracle happens.

      “I understand that your knowledge about us is virtually nonexistent, and as I told the queen, I will teach you what you need to know. All I ask is that you take your time in learning more about where you come from. There’s so much you need to be made aware of concerning what’s going on with the alfar now and what’s happened in our past. You won’t be able to learn everything all at once. It will more than likely take several years for you to comprehend it all.”

      “I want to learn more,” I tell her. “And I promise I won’t give you such a hard time from now on. I’ll do my best to accept the fact that you’re a part of my life now too, but I will need for you to give me some space and privacy when I ask for it.”

      In a low voice, Nadia says, “I assume by privacy you’re asking me to look the other way when you want to be alone with your vampire companion.”

      “I think we can both agree that Julian is just as motivated as you when it comes to keeping me alive. If I die, so does he. I’m perfectly safe with him.”

      “I suppose loving you adds in even more motivation on his part.”

      “Yes. It does. Do you have a problem with us being in love?”

      Nadia lets out a troubled sigh, tilting her head up to look slightly toward the ceiling as she considers her next words carefully. Finally, she looks back at me and says, “A relationship with him will complicate certain matters back home, but I also understand that you can’t always choose the person you fall in love with. While I might not have a problem with you being in love with your vampire, there are those within the other houses who will.”

      “And will these people cause me problems in the future?”

      “Most certainly.”

      “Great,” I say, feeling a sudden headache begin to form between my temples. All I need are more problems to add to an ever-growing list. Well, I’ll just have to handle them as they present themselves. Right now, all I want to do is leave Mira’s home. I don’t feel comfortable or safe here.

      I look for Julian and see him talking quietly to his sister near the front of the room. Involuntarily, I shiver at the sight of her. I don’t know why, but every time I look at Mira, she gives me the willies. I don’t understand how she and Julian can be siblings. They seem like complete opposites in almost everything they do.

      Julian must feel my unease because he looks away from his sister to give me a reassuring smile. I take heart in the love I see in his eyes for me and strive to calm my nerves where Mira is concerned.

      “Sarah?” I look to my left and see Fiona and Ryker walking over. I can feel their mutual curiosity about me and their shared apprehension. I’m an unknown variable being introduced into their world and neither of them seem to like that fact.

      “We just wanted to formally welcome you to our city,” Fiona tells me with a smile that looks congenial on the outside, but I know it’s forced, not genuine. “We had no idea you were alfar royalty when we saw you at Mira’s party the other night or we would have paid our respects to you then. I hope you can forgive us for the slight.”

      For whatever reason, Fiona is scared of me. I look at Ryker and sense his fear too. Why are they frightened of me?

      “It’s fine. I didn’t know I was alfar royalty at the time either,” I tell them truthfully with a small laugh in an attempt to ease their anxiety.

      Instead of breaking the tension, I seem to have just confused them further.

      “You may be a princess, but you’ll always just be my Sarah to me,” I hear Adrian croon.

      I look back toward the front of the room and see him walk away from Julian and Mira to join my conversation with the witch and warlock.

      “I have never been, nor shall I ever be, your Sarah,” I inform him tersely.

      Adrian covers his heart with both hands and feigns a distressed look of hurt on his face.

      “You wound me, Sarah. Truly you do,” he says, executing a fair act of looking hurt by my words. “And here I thought we had something special growing between us.”

      I choose to ignore Adrian’s antics and return my attention to Fiona and Ryker.

      “Well,” Ryker says, looking even more uncomfortable after Adrian’s theatrics, “we just wanted to welcome you before we left. It was nice meeting you, Princess.”

      Both Fiona and Ryker bow to me at the waist before they begin to walk out of the room.

      I feel Viktor stiffen in my arms and notice Nadia take a step closer to my side as Adrian continues his approach.

      “Do you have any more surprises locked away in your family tree that we should know about?” Adrian asks, coming to a stop on the other side of the table across from me. “Or is it safe to say that you’ve pretty much run the gamut of them?”

      “I suppose that’s for me to know and for you to never find out, Adrian.”

      “You’re so feisty,” he says with a crooked smile. “I do enjoy that about you, my Sarah.”

      “Stop calling me that,” I warn him.

      “Wouldn’t you like to be mine?” he whispers intimately, as his gaze softens with promises of sexual delights. “Even if it’s only for one night?”

      Viktor’s body tenses with anger, and I know he’s about to leap out of my arms at any second and plant his sharp claws into Adrian’s gloating face. I quickly clamp one arm down across his back to prevent him from moving.

      “I think you need to stop talking,” Julian says to Adrian in a dark tone as he walks up behind him. “Otherwise, I might have to rearrange that pretty face of yours.”

      Adrian smiles grimly at me before spinning around on his heels to face the wrath of my companion.

      “Not into sharing anymore, Julian?” Adrian taunts. “That’s a pity. I seem to remember us having a lovely time with the Moretti twins in Venice that one summer and sweet Georgianna in London a few years back. If I remember correctly, a fun time was had by all.”

      “Companions are off limits,” Julian growls. “Sarah especially. You know that.”

      Adrian shrugs. “Since she’s so many things to so many people, I thought perhaps we could make an exception in her case.”

      “I love her,” Julian declares for those left in the room to hear. “So keep your eyes respectful when you look at her and your hands to yourself when you’re near her. Am I making myself clear? Can that tiny, shriveled up brain of yours remember those two basic instructions, or will I need to carve them into your skull so you never forget?”

      “There’s really no need to be overly dramatic and threaten violence,” Adrian chastises, looking slightly offended. “You know I would never force myself on someone you’ve already laid claim to. Enjoy her while you can, Julian. Unfortunately, her life is a fleeting one. I would hate for you to miss any of it.”

      Adrian heads toward the entrance of the room, leaving only me, Julian, Viktor, Nadia, and two of Mira’s guards behind.

      “I can’t believe you told him that you love me,” I say, handing Viktor to Nadia while I walk around the table to be closer to Julian.

      “Why wouldn’t I tell him?” Julian asks as he opens his arms for me to step into. “It’s the truth.”

      “I know,” I say with a small shrug as Julian loops his arms around my waist. “It’s just that you don’t seem like the type of man who would talk about his feelings to others so openly.”

      “Normally, I wouldn’t,” Julian concedes, “but I wanted Adrian to understand that you’re mine.”

      I have to smile. “You sounded a little caveman-ish there.”

      “With him, you have to dumb things down,” Julian replies. “Adrian can understand the principle of ownership more than he can comprehend the intricacies of being in love with a beautiful, intelligent, and strong-minded woman.”

      “I thought he and your sister were in love.”

      “I don’t think either of them are capable of that emotion anymore. In fact, before you came into my life, I wasn’t sure I would be able to feel it again either. They simply use one another for sex. Nothing more.”

      “Can I use you for sex?” I whisper playfully.

      Julian chuckles. “I am yours to play with in any way you see fit.”

      “You say that,” I say with an exaggerated sigh, “but when, oh when, will it actually happen?”

      I hear Nadia clear her throat as she gently reminds me that she can hear everything we’re saying.

      I turn my head to look at her over my shoulder. “When Julian and I want to make love, you’re not going to stay in the room with us while we do it, are you?”

      Nadia looks flustered by my question. Even if her cheeks weren’t turning a bright red, I would still be able to sense her embarrassment.

      She clears her throat again but this time nervously.

      “No, Your Highness, I won’t ask to be in the same room. Although I will need to stay nearby, just in case there’s a problem.”

      “What if we discover we both enjoy rough sex?” I ask, not so much because I think Julian and I will, but hey, you never know. We might as well be prepared for every contingency while we’re on the subject. Plus, I’m having fun ruffling Nadia’s usually stiff feathers. “Are you going to barge into the room if you hear us break a few pieces of furniture or crash into a wall?”

      If I thought Nadia was discomfited before, she’s completely mortified now.

      She composes herself before saying, “Why don’t we make a deal? If I hear you call out my name, I will come in. If I don’t, I will remain at my post and not interrupt your … play.”

      I smile at her, doing my best not to laugh at how uncomfortable she looks. “That sounds agreeable. I guess your name will be our safe word.”

      “Wonderful.” She grins tight-lipped, not looking one bit pleased that her name will be associated with mine and Julian’s sexual escapades.

      When I return my attention to Julian, he raises a questioning eyebrow at me. I get the feeling that he isn’t pleased with me for teasing my poor Valengard protector, but I consider my questions justifiable.

      “We needed to set up a system,” I say in my own defense. “Now we have one.”

      “I suppose,” he begrudgingly concedes. “Now that we have a protocol set up, I suggest we put it into practice.”

      “Well that sounds very promising,” I say, feeling the heavy burdens of the day lift from my shoulders. “Does that mean we’re going back home now?”

      Julian shakes his head. “No. Not right away. I thought we would spend the rest of the day and night in New Orleans. I have a few surprises set up for us.”

      “Surprises?” I ask, hoping one of them includes a bed somewhere. “What kind of surprises?”

      “If I tell you what they are, they will no longer be surprises,” he says before kissing the tip of my nose. “Come on. I don’t want to be late for the first one, and they won’t wait for us if we’re not there on time.”

      “They?” I ask, having a sneaking suspicion that Julian won’t be making sweet, passionate love to me for quite some time. Perhaps his plan is to torture me all day long before finally giving in to my every carnal desire. “You said ‘first one.’ Exactly how many surprises do you have planned for us today?”

      “A few.” I must look as crestfallen as I feel because Julian smiles. “I promise you they will be fun, and by the end of the day, you’ll be happy and completely satisfied in every way possible.”

      He looks so cute having all his little surprises up his sleeve that I instantly let go of my disappointment. A fun day with the man I love sounds like heaven.

      Julian takes a step back and grabs hold of one of my hands.

      “Come on,” he says with a little tug on my arm and a sweet smile lighting up his face that would make even a shriveled up heart burst with life again. “Let’s go have some fun.”

      When we walk out of Mira’s home, I see a champagne-colored Mercedes limo parked where I left my little Camry.

      “Where’s my car?” I ask Julian, not seeing it parked anywhere on the circular driveway.

      “It’s in the garage,” he replies as we walk down the steps toward the car and the awaiting driver dressed in a black suit and tie. “This is one of Mira’s vehicles.”

      “And why are we using it and not my car?” I ask.

      “I didn’t want you to have to drive us everywhere, and it’s always nice to have someone who’s familiar with a city to take you where you need to go. I thought it would save us some time. Is it all right?”

      I nod, agreeing with Julian’s decision.

      Julian and I sit in the back, which has two rather plush, commander-style leather seats. Nadia sits up front with the driver. Viktor immediately jumps out of Nadia’s arms and into the back so he can ride to our next destination on my lap.

      As the chauffeur drives the car away from Mira’s house and merges onto the street, I ask Julian, “Where are we going first?”

      “For my first surprise, we’ll need to change clothes,” he informs me. “Mira arranged for us to stay in a condominium in the French Quarter. She also sent someone out to buy us some clothing and other supplies that we’ll need for the rest of the day.”

      “Is this a condo she owns personally?” I have to ask. It might sound weird, but I don’t want my first time with Julian to be in a bed that Mira might have used with her own sexual partners. Call me crazy, but that just seems wrong on so many levels.

      “No,” Julian assures me, sensing my unease. “It’s not one she’s ever personally stayed in. It belongs to a friend of hers. He rents it out for an exorbitant nightly fee during Mardi Gras and Saints’ games. It’s standing empty at the moment, so she was able to procure it for our night here.”

      “What kind of clothes do we need to change into for this first surprise of yours?”

      “Just T-shirts and shorts. I wouldn’t want you to get too hot and sweaty in your dress.”

      “I don’t mind being either of those things for the right reason,” I tease.

      Julian looks over at me and smiles. “Neither do I.”

      “I don’t suppose you would be willing to give me another hint,” I say, trying to pry out as much information as I can.

      “Hmm.” Julian thinks over my request before saying, “Well, without giving anything away, you should plan on the first surprise lasting about three hours.”

      “Three hours?” I say in slight dismay. “I hope you intend to feed me before we start this secret adventure of yours.”

      “Mira assured me that the kitchen in the condo is fully stocked with food, so there should be plenty there for you to eat.”

      “Exactly when did she have time to make all these preparations for us?”

      “I asked her to get things ready when I called her this morning. I wasn’t sure how the council meeting would go, so I decided not to tell you until after things were settled. Now that we know the wolf acted on his own, I think we’re safe here in the city.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I say doubtfully. “Damien and Audrey looked pretty upset after the meeting. You don’t think they’ll try to take their anger out on us, do you?”

      “I seriously doubt it.” Julian’s face darkens at just the thought of the werewolves seeking retaliation. “They know better.”

      “I don’t understand why the wolves, witches, and warlocks in this city stay here. Why don’t they move somewhere else? Having the council dictate how they live has to be aggravating.”

      “They’ll never leave,” Julian says confidently.

      “But that doesn’t make any sense to me. Why don’t they want to get away from such an oppressive situation?”

      “You need to think of New Orleans as a nexus for magical power,” he explains. “The creatures who are born and raised here are some of the most powerful supernatural beings in the world. You won’t find a greater well of magic anywhere else.”

      “Why is that?”

      “No one has been able to figure that out yet. It’s just always been that way.”

      “So people who rely on magic stay here so they can be more powerful than their counterparts in other parts of the world.”

      “Like most things in life, the decisions people make always come down to either money or power. In this case, it’s power.”

      “Then they only have themselves to blame for remaining inside Mira’s trap.”

      “Yes. They can move away at any time, as long as they’re not being reprimanded by the council, like the werewolves are now.”

      “I don’t think we should ever live in this city,” I say sincerely. “Promise me we won’t.”

      “You have my word that we will never live in New Orleans,” Julian says, laying his right hand palm up on the console between us.

      I place my left hand on his to seal the deal.

      Our driver seems to know exactly where he needs to go, which is really the whole point of having him. As we make our way down Conti Street, I look out the window, noting how old the buildings look. It’s not really a surprise, though, when you consider the fact that the French Quarter is the oldest neighborhood in New Orleans. For the past three hundred years, it’s served as the beating heart of the city and a destination for lovers of all ages. To be honest, I’ve always found New Orleans to be a strange mixture of cultural taboos, history, fine dining, and, on occasion, filth. But that last one really depends on where you venture to in the city. If you stay in the populated tourist areas, most things are kept clean and tidy. It’s when you wander off the beaten path that you need to watch where you step.

      Our driver pulls the car up to one of the well-lit and clean alleyways you find between the historical buildings in the French Quarter.

      “Wait here for us,” Julian tells the driver before opening his door and getting out of the car. I pick Viktor up in my arms and exit the limo too. Nadia is already standing on the sidewalk, scanning the surrounding area, when I close the car door behind me.

      “This way, ladies,” Julian says as he starts to walk down the alleyway toward the side of the peach-colored stone building to the right of us. There’s an electronic keypad on the wall near a white metal door. Once Julian inputs the correct code, a buzzer sounds and the lock disengages. Being the gentleman that he is, Julian holds the door open for us to enter in before him.

      We step into a small, dimly lit room that leads to a single elevator. There’s only one button on the wall beside the elevator to push, so Nadia presses it for us. The steel door opens, and we all move inside. The elevator travels up one level before opening its doors. We step out into a bright foyer with hardwood floors and a small crystal chandelier hanging from the center of the ceiling. A single hallway leads out of the room. When we walk into it, I immediately spy the master suite to the left.

      “My room, I presume,” I announce, stepping across the threshold to claim a space that is almost as large as my apartment.

      Julian follows in behind me. “Ours, if you’re willing to share.”

      I turn around to meet his gaze and scrunch my face up just enough to look as if I’m considering his proposition very seriously.

      “I suppose I can share it with you,” I say, trying my best to sound reluctant, “but I have to warn you that I can be very demanding.”

      “Really?” Julian questions, sounding intrigued. “And just what kind of demands do you make of your roommates?”

      “They vary,” I reply coyly. “Sometimes I like hugs. Sometimes I might want to be kissed, and sometimes a nice massage might be called for. Every once in a while, I might demand all three.”

      Julian folds his arms over his chest as if he’s contemplating what I’ve said before making a full commitment.

      “I suppose I can handle all of those. I’ve been told I give a very good massage.”

      “You should also know that when you boast about being good at something, I will demand proof of said boast.”

      “Anytime.” He smiles.

      “I assume I’m supposed to take one of the other guest rooms?” Nadia asks us from the doorway.

      “There should be two additional bedrooms down the hall,” Julian tells her. “Choose whichever one you like the most.”

      Nadia nods. “Thanks. I’m also going to do a quick check around the place. So if the two of you could stay in here for another minute, I would appreciate it.”

      I know I should be interested in seeing the rest of the property too, but the bedroom we’re in is so pretty I consider just spending our entire visit inside it. The walls are exposed red brick, and the floor is a white-washed wood. To the left of the entryway is a living area with a large blue brocaded chaise lounge that’s as wide and long as a twin-sized bed. There’s a TV mounted on the wall directly across from it and a small fireplace with a white marble mantel built into the space between two long and narrow windows. To the right of me is a four-poster, wrought iron king-sized bed covered with a silky royal purple comforter and a mound of matching decorative pillows. There are also a few plastic bags from various clothing stores and a black rectangular box tied with strips of red ribbon on the bed. I can only assume the bags contain the clothing Julian asked Mira to procure for us for our visit.

      Julian walks over to the bed and riffles through the bags to peer at their contents. He picks up three of the five bags and turns to me to say, “There seems to be a large selection of shorts, T-shirts, and shoes for you to choose from. I would advise wearing a pair of tennis shoes and cool clothing that won’t restrict your movements. I’ll go give Nadia her change of clothes and switch into something more appropriate too.”

      “So we’re doing something physical?” I ask as Julian starts to walk out of the room.

      “I’m not giving you any more hints,” he says stubbornly.

      “Oh, come on,” I practically beg. “Just one more hint. That’s all I ask.”

      Julian stops just outside the doorway and turns to face me.

      He considers my request before saying, “You’ll be riding something that’s hard for three hours straight, and that’s the last clue you get.”

      He winks at me with a mischievous look on his face before continuing to walk down the hallway.

      “Too bad you said something and not someone,” I whisper irritably.

      “I heard that!” Julian calls from down the hall, sounding amused by my complaint.

      “I know you did,” I reply in a normal voice. The room may be empty, but I know Julian can still hear every word I utter with his super-hearing. “You should also know that when the time comes for me to ride something of my choosing, we’ll need more than three measly hours together.”

      Julian doesn’t answer back, but he doesn’t have to. I remember his words from the previous night quite clearly, and I don’t intend to be rushed in my exploration of his body when we finally do make love. Three hours definitely won’t be enough for what I have planned.
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      Viktor hops onto the bed and immediately pokes his head inside one of the shopping bags to snoop around.

      “Unless you’re secretly a cross-dresser,” I tell him, closing the bedroom door, “I don’t think you’re going to find anything of interest to you in those bags.”

      Viktor lifts his face out of the black bag he is examining and tilts his head from side to side as he says, “Meow, meow.”

      I translate his meows into meaning a rather sarcastically phrased ‘very funny.’

      “I know I’m funny,” I reply. “I crack myself up all the time. Now, turn around and face the bathroom door so I can change clothes, or I’ll make you wait out in the hallway while I get dressed.”

      Viktor does as I order without delay.

      I pick out a pair of white shorts and a yellow tank top to wear to Julian’s first surprise of the day. Although if it’s going to last three hours, it seems as though our first adventure will use up what’s left of the afternoon. I find a pair of white Nikes and some socks in one of the other bags and quickly slip them on. When I walk into the bathroom to use the facilities, I notice an array of hair and makeup products laid out for my use on the countertop next to the sink. I decide to put my hair up in a ponytail since our first activity is supposedly a physical one. Considering the heat and humidity outside, I don’t need to wear my hair down like a blanket against my neck and shoulders.

      When I open the door to leave the bedroom, Viktor leaps off the bed in one fluid motion and trails along beside me down the hallway toward the sound of Julian and Nadia having a quiet conversation. At the end of the hall, I discover a large airy room with an open floor plan that is divided into three distinct spaces: a living room area, a dining room, and a kitchen. The furnishings are a tasteful mixture of soft upholstery in earthy tones mixed with brown leather accent chairs.

      Julian and Nadia are both standing at the kitchen island busily preparing sandwiches. They must have just started because I only see about ten of them set out on a white china platter. Their paltry offering of food isn’t going to be enough if they intend for it to be my overdue lunch. I notice that Nadia has changed out of her one-woman arsenal apparel into a pair of black bike shorts and a matching tank top. Around her waist is a black fanny pack, which seems like an odd fashion statement for her until I take a moment to think about the purpose for such an accessory. Considering the fact that she can’t openly wear a weapon out in public, I assume the fanny pack’s sole purpose is to conceal a small handgun.

      Julian is dressed in a sky blue athletic T-shirt and white shorts. When I walk into the room, he looks up at me and smiles, causing my heart to flutter as I return the gesture.

      “I hope you like ham and cheese sandwiches, because that’s what we’re making you,” he informs me as he uses a butter knife to spread a large dollop of mayonnaise across the piece of white bread in his hand.

      “I’m so hungry right now I would eat a pickled pig’s foot if that’s all we had,” I declare as I walk into the kitchen area and pick up one of the sandwiches from the platter. I have it inside my stomach in literally five seconds flat.

      Nadia stares at me with eyes wide, like she just witnessed a Jesus miracle.

      “What?” I ask, becoming self-conscious under her open scrutiny.

      “I barely saw you chew,” she says in awe. “How did you eat that so fast?”

      “Extreme hunger?” I retort, not quite sure what kind of answer she’s expecting from me. “Listen, if you’re going to be around me twenty-four seven, you need to understand that I eat a lot and I eat it fast.”

      “Julian warned me about your dietary requirements, but I had no idea …” Nadia’s voice trails off as if she’s lost the ability to think of anything else to say.

      “You’ll get used to it,” I tell her as I reach for another sandwich. “If I don’t eat enough to satisfy my hunger, I’ll get grouchy, and neither of you want to experience that kind of trauma. Trust me.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” Nadia readily agrees.

      “Eat up,” Julian encourages. “We only have half an hour to get to our next destination.”

      I do as I’m told and eat the twenty sandwiches they make for me in record time. Julian gives me a large glass of ice water to wash it all down with. I set out a bowl of water and dry cat food for Viktor before we head out the door. He looks at the dry food a bit dubiously, so I politely inform him that beggars can’t be choosers. At least he has something to eat if he begins to starve.

      After we get back into the car, Julian tells our driver an address I don’t recognize. It’s not until we pull up to a spot down by the river that I see what Julian’s first surprise of the day is going to be.

      “A bicycle tour?” I ask him as we get out of the limousine. I look up at the green and gold glitter sign mounted over the glass front doors of a mustard yellow building that reads Greater NOLA Bike Tours.

      “I’ve never seen much of the city,” Julian tells me. “I thought it would be fun to explore it together.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ridden a bicycle since I passed the age of puberty,” I say, feeling uneasy about getting on one after so many years.

      “Well, you know what they say,” he tells me. “Once you learn how to ride a bike, you never forget.”

      “And what if you’ve never ridden a bike before?” Nadia asks. “Does it take very long to learn how?”

      “Seriously?” I ask, somewhat amused by the concept. “You’ve never ridden a bicycle in your life?”

      “No, Your Highness,” she replies irritably. “Bicycles aren’t something we have in Alfheim, and even if we did, I would have been too busy learning how to fight so I can do my job and keep you alive.”

      “Okay, okay, don’t get your panties all in a wad. It’s not that hard to learn how to ride one,” I tell her, even though I remember it being quite difficult to learn how when I was a kid. That was probably because I had the coordination of a monkey walking across a bed of banana peels when I was six. Nadia has the advantage of being a trained fighter. Surely all those years spent honing her body to move just the way she wants it to will come in handy in this situation.

      After our tour guide assigns us our own yellow ten-speed bikes, Julian and I give some basic pointers to Nadia on how to ride. She listens intently and seems to understand what we’re telling her. Since we have a few minutes before the tour actually begins, Nadia sits on the seat of her bike and pushes off for the very first time in her life. At first, she wobbles a bit, but she quickly readjusts her weight to regain her balance and takes off down the street like she’s ridden a bicycle all her life.

      “Oh crap,” I say to Julian in sudden dismay. “Did we tell her about the brakes?”

      “I don’t think so,” Julian says, looking troubled. “But she’s smart. I’m sure she can figure it out.”

      We continue to watch Nadia as she turns her bike around in the street and pedals back toward us. She’s all smiles until I see realization dawn on her face.

      “How do I stop it?” she yells out to us, attempting to backpedal, but that doesn’t work on this type of bike.

      “Squeeze the levers on the handles!” I yell back, making the motion of using the brakes with my hands in the air.

      Nadia appears confused by my instructions until she looks down and notices the levers on each side of the handlebars. I watch as she loops her fingers over both of them and quickly squeezes them as hard as she can simultaneously. The bike does indeed come to a halt all right, but it does so all at once. Nadia wasn’t quite prepared for the suddenness of the stop and barely catches herself before toppling over onto her right side.

      “Thanks for the warning!” she shouts to us irritably, righting herself and her bike.

      “I figured they taught you basic physics in Valengard school! Well, hey, you did a lot better than I did when I first learned how to ride a bike,” I tell her consolingly. “At least you didn’t crash into a thorny blackberry bush and end up looking like a pin cushion. Been there, done that. It wasn’t pretty.”

      “That must have hurt,” Julian says sympathetically.

      I shrug. “Sometimes you have to fall into a pile of thorns and pick yourself back up before you learn an important lesson. I learned not to ride so close to a blackberry bush.”

      I have to admit, I wasn’t too enthusiastic when we first arrived at the bike tour place, but once it starts, I get into the spirit of it all. Our group consists of twenty people ranging in age from twelve to sixty. As we pedal our way through the streets of New Orleans, our tour guide stops every so often to orate a brief history of whatever area we are in at the time. On this particular tour, we end up riding through the French Quarter, a couple of historical neighborhoods with streets lined by massive live oaks, and Louis Armstrong Park, where we stop to listen to some street jazz musicians play.

      Both Julian and I keep an eye on Nadia, but she soon proves to be a natural bike rider. At one point, it dawns on me that we’re acting like her guardians instead of the other way around. I may not like the idea of having someone watching my every move, but now that I’ve accepted the fact that Nadia will be in my life for many years to come, I’ve found a certain peace with the notion. There’s nothing I can do to change how things are, so I might as well make the most of an awkward situation.

      During the bike tour, Julian rides right beside me. His close proximity proves to be very distracting. In fact, quite a few of the ladies, and a couple of the men, in our group keep getting distracted by him. It’s odd when you feel strangers become sexually aroused to the person you love. I end up having to shut down that side of myself so I can concentrate on my own feelings for the man beside me.

      Every time I glance in Julian’s direction, he seems to feel my gaze on him and looks back at me with a smile. The warmth of love for me in his eyes wreaks havoc on my heart, causing it to flutter uncontrollably. I’m sure he can feel how much just a look from him affects me.

      It’s strange to know Julian can sense my feelings when I’m unable to feel his. This wayward thought causes my mind to wander back to the council meeting at Mira’s home and what I experienced there.

      Why wasn’t I able to sense Alden Highborn’s feelings? It was a sensation I had only experienced with Julian before that moment. With him, I assumed it had something to do with our bond to one another, but that excuse doesn’t work with Alden. I barely know the man, much less share any type of supernatural bond with him. What makes Shael’s trusted advisor impervious to my empathic ability? Could it be that some alfar are naturally immune to my gift? I really have no way of knowing until I meet more of them. Hopefully, I’ll be able to discover the answer to my query sooner rather than later.

      By the time we make it back to the bike tour building, it’s already 4:30 p.m. After we thank our tour guide for his services and get into the awaiting limo, I ask Julian, “What other surprises do you have planned?”

      Julian leans forward and pushes a button on the back side of the driver’s seat. A black glass partition rises up, effectively blocking out our conversation from the two up front.

      “I believe we’ve had this discussion before,” he tells me with a hint of a smile as he sits back in his seat. “Surprises aren’t surprises if I tell you what they are beforehand.”

      “Okay,” I concede. “Then can you at least tell me how I’ll need to dress for this next one?”

      “I believe what you need can be found in the black box that was on your bed. Did you happen to open it up earlier?”

      I shake my head. “No. I didn’t look inside it.”

      “Then your next clue can be found in there.”

      “Can you give me a small hint now?”

      “Hmm,” he says, mulling over what he should say next. “You will be surrounded by natural beauty and have one of your hungers satiated beyond your wildest expectations.”

      “Oh really?” I ask, becoming quite intrigued by his choice of words. “Well, I don’t have a clue what you might be referring to, but I have faith it will be something that I’ll enjoy.”

      “I hope so. I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to organize this second part of our day together. Mira had to use her influence to make sure certain things happened.”

      “She did?” I question, finding it odd that Mira would go out of her way to do anything for someone else.

      “I know she can be standoffish,” Julian acknowledges, “and even self-serving at times, but she’s always done whatever she could to help me out. In a way, she feels guilty over the fact that I was turned into a vampire.”

      “Why is that?”

      “She was the one who encouraged me to join her at the castle and work for Bathory. She’s also the one who said we should do the right thing and tell the authorities what we knew about the crimes the countess committed. It’s only because of those two facts that I am the way I am.”

      “I’ve always gotten the feeling from your sister that she enjoys being a vampire.”

      “She does,” Julian confirms, sounding saddened by the fact. “I think it frightens her that we may have found a way to bring an end to our curse. She loves being who and what she is. I used to envy how well she adapted to what happened to us. I’ve always fought against who I became, but she seemed to love herself even more afterwards.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “During the era we lived in, our society deemed a woman’s worth as being below that of a man. I think being given the power to coerce people into doing whatever you want them to do and knowing that you’re one of the most powerful beings on the planet was addictive for her at first.”

      “So what’s her excuse now?” I have to ask.

      “She’s been able to get her way for the past four hundred years. Wouldn’t you find that almost impossible to surrender?”

      “Yet you’re more than willing to give it up,” I point out. “You’ve been trying to find a way to be normal again for years. You’re not rebelling against change. You’re purposely seeking it out.”

      “I want to be me again,” Julian says plainly. “It’s as simple as that.”

      “But do any of the others, besides Petru, want the same thing? It’s possible Adrian will but your sister doesn’t seem to want to be human again. What do you think the reaction will be from the other six vampires? The same as hers or more like yours?”

      Julian lets out a long sigh, signaling that the answer will be a complicated one. “I think a couple of them will want to help me and Petru find a cure. The others will probably side with Mira, especially the ones who have gone wild.”

      “Do you think they’ll try to stop you from finding a way to end the curse?” I ask, having not thought of the possibility before now.

      “I don’t see why they would care,” Julian says doubtfully. “If Petru and I can find a way to become human again, they’ll have two less vampires to worry about.”

      “True, but what if the cure can be used as a weapon by others against them?” I ask. “We don’t know exactly what you’ll need to do yet. We’re going on the assumption that appeasing the spirit inside you will end the curse. It might not be that simple or clear-cut.”

      Julian sighs again. “Well, we don’t have enough information available to us yet to consider all the ramifications. All we can do right now is try and figure out what’s required to make me human again. Then we’ll deal with the fallout, if there is any. Maybe we’ll get lucky and things will be a lot simpler than what we fear.”

      Anything worth having isn’t usually an easy undertaking, but I don’t say that to Julian. For the first time in four hundred years, he has hope for a brighter future—one in which he sees himself becoming human again and having a life as ordinary as every other person in the world. I decide to end our talk on the subject, because today is supposed to be about us. He’s gone to a lot of trouble to plan my surprises, and I don’t want to ruin it by forcing him to think about tomorrow. Sometimes it’s better to just live in the moment and deal with the future when it inevitably comes.

      When we get back to the apartment, I immediately go to my room and shower off the dust and sweat from the bike ride. I don’t spend a great deal of time on my hair. I just use a blow-dryer to straighten it out and run a flatiron through it to smooth any wayward strands. Since Julian mentioned that we would be surrounded by nature, I go on the assumption that my next surprise will take place in the great outdoors too. Taking the summer heat into consideration, I decide to pull my hair back into a loose bun.

      After I apply a little makeup, I go back into the bedroom to see what’s inside the black box. I pull the red ribbon holding it together and lift the top off to find a dress folded inside. I pull the gown out and lay it on the bed. The color design of the dress is one I haven’t seen before, but I’m by no means a fashionista. The strapless gown is made of chiffon that has an ombré color effect, shifting from a soft shade of purple to white. The top layer of material is long with a slit on the side of the skirt, but there is a shorter, inner-layer skirt, which I’m thankful to see. It would have been unbearably hot to wear a long-skirted dress in the heat of summer, even at night. I flip the dress over and see that the back is open on top except for two thin crisscross straps that are decorated with iridescent beads that sparkle like diamonds in the light. Also in the box is a pair of silver high-heeled sandals.

      Once I’m dressed, I open the bedroom door to find Viktor curled up on the wide windowsill directly across from me.

      “Well,” I say to him, “how do I look?”

      Viktor lifts his head and nods with approval. “Meow.”

      “You know, you only say one word, but somehow I know exactly what you’re telling me.”

      “Meow.”

      I laugh at his simple reply and reach out to pick him up and cradle him in my arms. When I walk into the living room portion of the condo, I find Julian waiting for me. He’s standing just outside the French doors in the room on the small balcony. He seems lost in thought while he stares out at the busy street below us. As I walk up behind him, I take in his rather dapper attire of a vanilla-colored linen suit. When he senses my presence in the room, he breaks his reverie and looks over his shoulder as I approach. He turns his body to the side as Viktor and I come to stand with him. I take note of the pristine white button-down shirt he’s wearing underneath his thin jacket.

      “You look lovely,” he tells me, taking in my new dress. “Though, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen you wear anything that you didn’t look beautiful in.”

      “Even the shorts and T-shirt I wear to bed?” I ask.

      “Even those,” he states with a smile. “But I’m sure you would look even lovelier wearing nothing at all.”

      Viktor jerks his head up and stares at Julian before making a rather vocal “Meow.”

      “It seems you have two guardians who aren’t very enthusiastic about me making love to you,” Julian notes as he considers Viktor.

      “Well, thankfully, it’s only my enthusiasm you have to worry about,” I tell him, as I lean down and place Viktor by my feet. He immediately heads for the fire escape ladder and makes his way to the roof. I assume he just doesn’t want to be cooped up in the condo while we’re out.

      “And I can assure you,” I continue, “I have no problem at all with your plans to ravage my body in the, hopefully, not so distant future.”

      Julian laughs and brings me into his arms. “Good. Then I won’t have to stop once I start to make sure I have your permission.”

      I loop my arms around his neck. “You have more than my permission. You have my blessing and wholehearted support in your endeavor. I’m not sure I could have made that more clear today, do you?”

      Julian’s smile grows even larger. “No. I don’t believe you could have, and I’m not in the business of disappointing you. In fact, I plan to make sure tonight is one that you’ll never forget.”

      “Then let’s get started,” I say, taking a step back. “Where are we going?”

      Julian takes one of my hands and begins to walk out of the room toward the elevator. Once we get downstairs, I see Nadia standing on the sidewalk beside the driver waiting for us by the limo. Julian opens the back door for me and helps me inside. When he closes the door, I hear him whisper something to the driver, but I can’t make out what he says. Shortly afterwards, the others get into the car and we’re off to our next destination.

      I don’t even bother to ask for a hint this time. I enjoy the fact that Julian is trying to make the day special for us, and in the long run, it doesn’t matter where we go as long as we’re spending time together.

      I have to admit, our next stop on Julian’s itinerary actually does surprise me.

      We end up boarding an authentic Venetian gondola.

      “I didn’t even know you could do this here,” I tell Julian as he steps into the gondola and then helps me step down into it from the dock.

      “I’ll be waiting for you at your destination,” Nadia tells us, surprisingly not insisting that she join us on our romantic boat ride.

      After Julian and I sit down, the gondolier, a man dressed in a red and white T-shirt, black pants, and a straw hat, pushes us away from the dock with his oar and begins our tour of the City Park’s lagoons. There’s a man sitting across from us holding a guitar. He begins to play a song as the boat drifts off across the lake. The soft slapping of the oar as it hits the water, along with the music and feel of Julian by my side, creates a perfect moment in time for me.

      As I nibble on the complimentary cheese and crackers, Julian pours me a glass of water. He asks me to tell him more about my life before we met. I suppose it’s the only safe topic to discuss, considering we’re in the presence of two humans who have no idea what kind of creatures we are. I do still consider myself mostly human, but I can’t disregard my alfar heritage or the fact that I’m a vampire’s companion.

      I start with the earliest memories I have of my parents and the seemingly charmed life we lived before the fire took them both away from me. I decide not to dwell too much on that part of the story, because it would only cause me sadness, and I don’t believe that was Julian’s goal for today. Instead, I focus on the good times I had with Kaylee and her parents and how thankful I am that they are a part of my life.

      “I like them,” Julian tells me. “Pete and Susan seem to love you like you’ve always been their daughter.”

      “I love them too,” I say with a wistful smile. “I just wish I could tell them the whole truth about things.”

      Julian leans over and whispers in my ear, “If we find a way for me to become human again, you won’t have to lie to them anymore. We can have a normal life.”

      I smile, loving not only his words, but also the small tickle his warm breath caused as he whispered in my ear.

      At the end of our boat ride, the gondola pulls up to the concrete sidewalk in front of the Peristyle in City Park. I’ve been to the large Grecian pavilion once before for a wedding of a classmate in college. It’s a very picturesque structure with its almost fifty concrete Ionic columns lining the perimeter. There are two sets of stairs leading up from where we disembark the gondola, each of which is flanked by a set of lion statues keeping guard over the structure. A row of red rose bushes are in full bloom between the two sets of stairs.

      After we thank our gondolier for bringing us to our next destination, Julian takes my hand and leads me up one set of steps to the pavilion. Once we’re standing inside the large open structure, I spy my next surprise and smile so wide my cheeks begin to hurt.

      “I’ve been told,” Julian begins as he escorts me toward the buffet of food awaiting me, “that the fastest way to a companion’s heart is through her stomach.”

      “Whoever told you that was a genius,” I declare giddily, trying my best not to salivate over the various dishes set out on the tables. There’s even a chocolate fondue fountain set up at one end with mounds of various bite-sized pieces of fruits and dippable cakes.

      As I look around the pavilion and surrounding area, I notice that the parking lot directly across from the Peristyle is empty except for the limo we’ve been using all day long.

      “Where are all the people?” I ask, knowing the park is open to the public twenty-four hours a day. It’s still early in the evening. There should be more park-goers walking around the area.

      “Mira was able to have this section of the park closed off to the general public so we can have it all to ourselves for a while.”

      Well, Mira is just chock-full of surprises, I think to myself rather sarcastically. I decide not to share my thoughts with Julian. I’m sure he can feel my astonishment and worry over Mira’s helping hand during our stay in New Orleans without me having to give voice to my inner thoughts. It just seems uncharacteristically kind of her to go out of her way to make our time in her city a pleasant one. I’m suspicious of her motives, but I have no reason to accuse her of anything sinister just because I can sense her self-serving, egomaniacal side every time I’m around her. As far as I know, there isn’t a law against being a bitch.

      I look to my left. I look to my right. Then I begin to stuff my face with the mini chicken cordon bleus sitting so prettily on a silver serving tray on the table in front of me. I have the twenty or so hors d’oeuvres inside my belly within a few minutes.

      “You know, we do have a table we can sit at while you eat,” Julian informs me.

      I follow his gaze and see a small round table with a white tablecloth draped over it. A yellow and white arrangement of Gerber daisies is situated in the middle of the table with two long-stemmed candles in sterling silver candleholders flanking it.

      “How did you know I like Gerber daisies?” I ask him.

      “Gage brought you some when he came over for dinner the other evening,” he answers. “I remember you telling him that they are one of your favorite flowers.”

      I smile, finding it endearing that he remembered such a small detail about me.

      I pick up a tray of pigs in a blanket from the buffet, and we make our way over to the dining table. Julian takes a matchstick out of a box of them that were left for us to use and lights the candles. We don’t talk much at first, because I think Julian senses how hungry I am. I haven’t eaten anything since the sandwiches he and Nadia made me for lunch. I have no doubt my stomach was preparing to gnaw on my backbone it felt so empty.

      As I sip on some water from a crystal flute, I have to say, “I thought you said you didn’t want our first time together to be a planned event. Yet everything about today has been planned out to a T.”

      “I realized that I haven’t actually taken you out on a real date. This is the first time we’ve been able to go places together as a couple and not just companions. You deserve to be wined and dined, Sarah Marcel, and I want you to understand that you’re a woman worth planning surprises for.”

      “I would have been just as happy if we had stayed inside that condo all day and never left the bedroom,” I tell him.

      Julian grins. “I know you would have, but the old-fashioned gentleman in me demanded that I show you the respect you deserve. In fact, I’m having a hard time convincing him that we don’t need to be married before we make love.”

      “Please tell the gentleman in you that while I appreciate the sentiment, I’m a woman of the modern age and don’t need a ring on my finger before I share my body with the man I love.”

      “I know that, and to be honest, I seriously doubt I could make myself wait until our wedding night anyway.”

      “You make it sound so far away,” I say with a nervous laugh. When Julian doesn’t crack a smile, I have to ask, “Just how long do you plan to make me wait before I can call you mine in front of God?”

      “Until I can step inside a church with you and make my vows to you with His blessing.”

      “So you intend to make me wait until you’re human?” I say, deciphering Julian’s roundabout words. I remember Daniel telling me that vampires can’t step on holy ground.

      “I would like to,” he tells me, looking uneasy as he awaits my response.

      “Are you doing this for me or for you?” I have to ask.

      “I would like to think I’m postponing it for us both. Do you disagree with me wanting to wait?”

      “It’s not that I disagree,” I say, knowing I’ll need to tread lightly on this subject. “I just don’t see the point in waiting if it’s just the church thing. I’m perfectly happy having a justice of the peace perform the ceremony in a place like this,” I say, waving a hand in the air to indicate the Peristyle. “I don’t need a big church wedding if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “It’s not just that,” Julian says, sitting back in his chair as he looks at me from across the table. “I need to be sure I can provide you with the sort of life you deserve, and that life doesn’t include me being a vampire.”

      “I will love you whether you stay just the way you are or if you become human,” I stress. “My feelings for you won’t ever change.”

      Julian doesn’t say anything right away. He seems to be mulling over his next words to me on the subject.

      “For the first time in my life,” he begins, “I feel as though I’m nearing the end of a very long journey. Regaining my humanity has been my goal for so long, I can’t think about much else right now. When I commit myself to you, I want to do so without desiring anything more than you. Does that make sense? Can you understand that?”

      I sigh. “Yes. I understand what you’re saying. I might not like it, and Kaylee definitely won’t, but I’ll do my best to remain patient. I don’t ever want you to do something just because it’s what I want. We’re together on this and everything else for the rest of our lives.”

      “Thank you for understanding. It means a lot to me.”

      “And you mean everything to me,” I tell him, resting my right arm on the table and extending it with my palm up.

      Julian leans forward and places one of his hands over mine. I squeeze it gently to emphasize the declaration I just made.

      “Now,” I say, letting go of his hand and standing from my chair, “I think there are some cucumber sandwiches over there calling out my name. I would hate to disappoint them by not eating them.”

      Julian chuckles as he watches me walk away to return to the buffet.

      Hey, if he didn’t want me to eat all of the food, he wouldn’t have had the caterers prepare so much. I feel it’s my duty as his companion to eat it all and not waste a cent of his money.

      About an hour later, I’ve completely consumed the entire buffet and feel an odd sensation overcome my body: complete satiation. It’s been forever since I felt as though I couldn’t possibly eat another bite. Thankfully, my new dress gives a little in the stomach area. It helps to have an overactive metabolism though. What I eat doesn’t stay in my stomach for very long. It gets broken down rather quickly by my body, for which I’m eternally grateful. If it didn’t, I would probably end up waddling around like a nine-month pregnant woman for the rest of my life.

      Just as I dip the last strawberry in the chocolate fondue fountain, a quartet of musicians enter the pavilion with their own white fold-up chairs. Julian goes over to speak with them before returning to my side.

      “May I have the honor of a dance?” he asks, holding out his hand to me. “I thought you might like a little music and dancing after such a large meal.”

      “You truly do seem to think of everything,” I tell him, accepting his hand as he leads me back toward the musicians. We stop about four feet away from them as Julian takes me into his arms. The quartet begins to play a waltz, and Julian commences to twirl me around, much like he did at Mira’s party. I can’t stop myself from giggling because I’m having too much fun.

      As we dance, I ask Julian, “Where’s Nadia? I thought she was supposed to meet us here.”

      “I’m sure she’s around here somewhere, lurking in a shadow and watching our every move,” he tells me jokingly. “I’m glad to see that the two of you are getting along better now. I heard your conversation with Shael. I was happy you didn’t decide to send Nadia and the others back to Alfheim in shame.”

      “Did you know that would happen to them if I did?”

      Julian shakes his head. “I had no idea or I would have talked you out of even asking. The alfar are extremely private about their way of life. In fact, I don’t know anyone who has ever been invited to their home world. I almost yelled for you to take Shael up on her offer for a visit. I would love to go there and see what it looks like one day.”

      “We could just ask Nadia,” I say. “I’m sure she would tell us what it’s like there.”

      “I’m sure she would tell you, but I highly doubt she would freely share the information with me.”

      “Nonsense. You’re my companion and the man I love. I don’t want to know something that you’re restricted from knowing. That would just be too awkward.”

      “True,” Julian agrees, “but you will probably have to be the one who tells me any information she’s willing to share with you. Like I said, the alfar are a very private people. They don’t usually divulge information with outsiders unless they have to.”

      “Why do you think they’re so secretive about themselves?” I ask.

      “I really don’t know. I haven’t dealt with them very much. Mira knows a lot more about them than I do.”

      Well, I’m definitely not going to seek Mira out for more information. Nadia should be able to tell me what I need to know. Aunt Shael did entrust her to educate me about all things alfar, and I plan to gain as much knowledge from her as I can.

      The music from the quartet changes to a slow song. Julian brings my body in closer to his, and I rest my head against his chest. I close my eyes and drink in the warmth of his body as I listen to the steady beating of his heart. It’s strange to know that I’m the sole reason Julian is still alive. If I had died in the fire along with my parents, he would have died the moment my grandfather passed away. I wish I could have known my mother’s father, even if for only a little while. The thought of his passing and my mother’s family brings an interesting question to mind that I hadn’t even considered before now.

      “Julian,” I say, lifting my head from his chest to look at him, “you’ve never brought up my grandmother. Is she dead?”

      Julian frowns and doesn’t say anything right away. After a few seconds, he tells me, “She left us when your mother was ten years old.”

      “Left?” I ask. “Why did she do that?”

      “It’s happened over the years,” Julian replies. “Some people who marry companions can’t accept the way we live. Knowing that the man or woman that you love will always feel a closer bond to someone else can be hard to understand and accept. A few of the spouses became jealous of the special relationship I’ve had with my companions or they simply couldn’t live the rest of their lives dealing with the creatures in my world.”

      “So did she just pack her things and leave one day? Did she at least say good-bye to my mom?” I couldn’t imagine abandoning my own child so selfishly, but I try to keep in mind the old adage about there always being two sides to a story. I shouldn’t pass judgment on a woman I never knew. Perhaps she had problems of her own that caused her to run away from her family.

      “I think she said good-bye to them in her own way,” Julian says. “Your grandfather told me that the day before she left us was one of the happiest days of his life.”

      “That seems even crueler. To make them so happy one day and then tear their world apart the next.”

      “I think she just wanted to leave them with a good memory of her,” he explains, not exactly agreeing with my grandmother’s actions, but not condemning her for them either.

      “Did you and my grandfather try to track her down?”

      Julian shakes his head. “No. Part of becoming the spouse of a companion is the promise that if they decide to leave, we don’t look for them. They’re the only ones who have the option of leaving, and like I said, some people just aren’t able to cope with the world as I know it.”

      “That must have been hard on my grandfather and mom,” I say, feeling sorry for their loss. Maybe that’s why family time was so important to my mother. Having her own mother abandon her at such a young age must have formed a deep-set desire to keep her family as tight-knit as possible.

      “Losing her devastated the both of them,” Julian recounts, sounding saddened by the memory. “But after a while, they were both able to put it behind them and find new reasons to go on living. I’m not sure either of them ever forgave your grandmother for leaving us, but a part of them understood the reasoning behind her decision.”

      “I’ll never leave you,” I promise vehemently. “You may not want to get married yet, and that’s fine. It would probably look odd to others if we rushed into marriage anyway, but I want to make a vow to you now that I will always stand by your side no matter what happens in our lives. I hope that we have more good times than bad, but that’s not always the case in life. I will always support you in whatever endeavor you seek to accomplish, and I will always love only you. I know the future seems uncertain for us right now, and I can’t pretend to know what will happen while we try to cope with what the alfar want from me and find a cure to finally end your torment. The only thing that I am certain of is the love we feel for one another, and I promise you nothing and no one will ever tear that down no matter how hard they try.”

      Julian stops dancing but continues to hold me in his arms as he looks at me.

      “I don’t deserve you,” he says in a whisper. “I don’t deserve to be this happy.”

      “Everyone deserves to be loved,” I tell him as I bring my arms up from around his waist and cradle the back of his neck with my hands. “And I will love you until my dying breath, Julian Movila.”

      “I want to kiss you,” he tells me in a voice so low it sounds like a growl.

      “Then why don’t you?” I ask with a faint smile. “I promise I won’t stop you.”

      “I’m afraid that if I start kissing you now, I won’t be able to stop at just one kiss,” he confesses. The rise and fall of Julian’s chest increases as his breaths come faster and faster.

      “Then let’s go back to the condo, so you never have to stop kissing me, and see where the night takes us from there.”

      I don’t have to make my suggestion twice. Julian picks me up in his arms and quickly walks across the Peristyle toward the awaiting limo. He hurriedly thanks the quartet for coming and tells them they can leave. As we approach the limo, our driver opens the back door for us. I notice Nadia walking out from the shadows of a nearby oak tree as she hurriedly makes her way back to the car as well. I suppose Julian was right. She was lurking in the shadows watching out for us.

      Once we’re on our way back to the French Quarter, I notice Julian stays glued to his side of the car. He seems to be making it a point not to hold my hand or touch me in any way. He directs his gaze outside the window as we drive, not even looking in my general direction. I find his behavior odd, considering the reason we’re making a mad dash back to the condominium, but I don’t say anything about it. I know he wants me as much as I want him. I decide not to dwell on it and assume all will be explained once we’re alone.

      In a matter of minutes, we arrive back at the condo. I’m immediately greeted by a meowing Viktor as he makes a mad dash down the hallway from the living room area. I lean down to pick him up and notice how fresh he smells from spending time outside while we were gone. Julian reaches over and plucks Viktor from my arms without any warning.

      “I’m afraid you will need to find another warm body to sleep with tonight,” Julian informs my cat.

      “Well, he’s not sleeping with me,” Nadia is quick to say. “I don’t like cats.”

      “Then I guess he’ll just have to find his own place to sleep,” Julian declares, “because there won’t be much sleeping being done in Sarah’s room this evening.”

      “Meow,” Viktor says, sounding dismayed.

      Julian sets him back on the floor and grabs one of my hands.

      “We’ll see you in the morning,” he says off-handedly to Nadia. “And don’t come into our room if you hear a lot of noise being made in there.”

      “Yes,” Nadia says, watching us walk past her. “I already assumed I wouldn’t be getting much sleep tonight.”

      Within a matter of seconds, I find myself in our bedroom and pinned against the back of the door.

      I have to catch my breath when I feel Julian press his body up against me. He slides one of his legs between mine until the center of me is pressed firmly against his thigh. His hands cup my face gently as he lowers his head until our breaths begin to mingle.

      Julian doesn’t say a word, he simply looks at my face like he’s trying to memorize every inch of it.

      “Why aren’t you kissing me?” I ask breathlessly, curious to know why he’s stopping when we’re so close to having what we both desire.

      “I want to remember this moment in as much detail as I possibly can,” he says, gently sliding the pads of his thumbs along my cheekbones as he draws his mental picture of me. “I feel like my whole life has been a string of tragedies, one leading to the next without any hope of them ever ending. Then, when I saw you that first night in the club, I knew you were destined to change me forever.”

      “How did you know that?” I ask.

      Julian shakes his head a little. “I’m not sure. Maybe it was just intuition or possibly divine intervention. Either way, I knew in that moment that I would never be the same again. You are unlike anyone else who has ever entered my life, and after tonight, I know I will have shared myself with the one person in this world who holds not only my heart, but also my soul in her hands. Right now, I’m not sure I could ever let you go from my life or my heart, and after we make love, the taste of you will linger on my tongue and my memory forever. If you have any doubts or reservations about what we’re about to do, I need for you to voice them now, because there’s no way I’ll be able to make myself pull away from you later.”

      “I appreciate the offer,” I say, grabbing the lapels of his jacket tightly, “but there’s no way in hell you’re leaving this room without making love to me first. So stop talking about something that will never happen and start keeping the promise you made to me last night. I want you to taste me. I want you to etch every inch of my body into your memory, because I’m not only your last companion, Julian; I’m the last lover you will ever have in this lifetime. Kiss me now, and don’t you dare stop until I tell you to.”

      Just as Julian’s lips touch mine and I begin to close my eyes in anticipation of experiencing the best night of my life, I catch a glimpse of a shadow out of the corner of my eye. I almost ignore it, but the movement instantly sets off an alarm inside my body that can’t be ignored.

      Instinctively, I push Julian away to investigate what I glimpsed. Within a millisecond of that push, a ball of blue flames flies directly over my head and explodes.
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      I instantly feel as though I’m in an episode of Doctor Who and our hero’s companion for the season has fallen victim to a trap laid out by the story’s villain. As the glowing ball’s blue flames explode over my head, I watch helplessly as an array of dust-sized particles are pulled down by gravity to land directly on my hair and exposed body parts. Before I can even begin to dust them off, the glowing particles quickly burrow themselves underneath my skin like a million living organisms, causing me to involuntarily gasp in surprise.

      I’ve never been someone who swoons, but in that instant, that’s exactly what I do. I fall to the floor and onto my side as an unearthly pain begins to rack my body from head to toe. I’m in so much agony, all I can do is scream just before I lose consciousness.

      I must not blackout for very long, because when I open my eyes again, I see Julian has my assailant by the throat and lying prone on the floor only a couple of feet away from me. I can hear him screaming at the man, but for some reason, I can’t make out any of his words. It’s like my mind has lost its ability to think coherently, because all it can comprehend is the pain I’m experiencing.

      Nadia barges into the room with one of her pistols drawn. She instantly kneels down beside me and places a hand on the side of my throat, presumably to check my pulse. She keeps the point of her barrel directed toward the man Julian still has pinned to the floor. Viktor runs into the room and immediately begins to lick me on the face, as if doing such an action will keep me alive in some way.

      “Who sent you?” I hear Julian yell as I finally regain my sense of hearing. He slams the man’s head against the wooden floorboards so hard they rattle and demands, “What have you done to her?”

      The man remains completely silent. I’m not sure if Julian’s physical torture has caused him to lose his ability to speak or if he’s stubbornly refusing to answer the questions. I quickly discover that the reason doesn’t matter.

      Just as Julian raises the man’s torso off the floor by the grip he still has around his throat, my assailant’s body begins to vibrate like the tongs of a tuning fork. I can actually feel the floor beneath me tremble from what’s happening to his body. The movement catches Julian off guard, and he releases his hold on the man’s throat. I’m glad he does because, in the next instant, the man’s body bursts with white hot flames that immediately turn his flesh into ash. As what’s left of the man crumbles to the floor in a pile of black powder, Julian regains his senses and rushes over to me.

      “She’s burning up,” Nadia tells Julian worriedly. “We need to lower her body temperature before she ends up like that fool.”

      Julian lifts me easily from the floor and runs toward the master bathroom. Once there, he lays me in the Jacuzzi bathtub and quickly turns on the faucet to fill it with cold water. I still can’t seem to make my mouth move to say anything as I watch him splash my face and chest with water. I notice Viktor jump up on a corner of the tub, watching me helplessly.

      “Tell me exactly what happened,” Nadia says to Julian as she uses her eyes to search for some detail on my body that might tell her what’s wrong with me.

      There isn’t much to tell. Julian is able to recap the story in less than ten seconds.

      “I don’t know what he did,” Julian says, beside himself with worry. “I don’t know what to do to help her.”

      “You need to get in touch with either that warlock or witch who were at the meeting today,” Nadia says. “One of them might be able to tell us what type of spell the man used on her.”

      “Take my place and keep her head cool,” Julian instructs Nadia as he quickly stands to his feet.

      Nadia does as he says and uses her cupped hands to continuously pour water over my head and chest.

      Julian pulls out his cell phone from his jacket pocket. He places a call and waits for an answer, all the while keeping a watchful eye on my progress, or lack thereof.

      “Mira!” Julian shouts into the phone. “I need your help. I need to get in touch with either Ryker Arriens or Fiona Delvaux.”

      He pauses while Mira speaks but then seems to cut her off rather abruptly.

      “I don’t have time to explain things!” he yells, on the edge of hysterics. “Just tell me how to get in touch with one of them.”

      Julian listens to something Mira says and then asks, “Ryker lives here, in the French Quarter?” Mira must say yes because Julian’s response is: “Give me his address.”

      Julian abruptly ends his call with Mira and quickly tells Nadia, “I’ll be right back. Keep her as cool as you can while I go get the warlock.”

      Julian leaves the room so fast I don’t actually see him do it.

      Viktor lets out a loud meow before jumping off his perch on the side of the tub and running off to points unknown.

      “Don’t you dare die on me,” Nadia sternly orders. “The queen will have my head detached from my body if you depart this world on my watch.”

      Nadia smiles weakly, letting me know she’s only joking in a vain attempt to lighten the mood. I can sense her fear and worry over what’s happening to me. We may not be the best of friends, at least not yet, but she does care for me as more than just her ward.

      “You haven’t said a word,” she notes, looking into my eyes. “Are you unable to speak?”

      Well, that’s a stupid question. How the hell am I supposed to answer it if I can’t talk?

      “Oh, wait, that was a stupid question, wasn’t it?” she says, realizing her mistake. “Can you move your eyelids? If you can, blink for me.”

      I blink once, which earns me a relieved smile from Nadia.

      “For a moment there, I thought the warlock might have fried your brain,” she says in relief. “Queen Shael would have definitely killed me if you had lost your mind. Now that we have that settled, I need for you to stay calm for me. I’m going to ask you a few questions. Blink once for yes and twice for no. Do you understand?”

      I blink once.

      “Did you recognize the man who just tried to kill you?”

      I blink twice.

      “Are you in any pain?”

      I blink once and hold it for a long time to stress that I’m in a great deal of pain.

      Nadia sighs heavily. She looks even more worried now than she did before she started her Q and A session with me.

      “Is this water bath helping at all?”

      I blink once. The cool water does feel good, but it’s definitely not a cure to what’s wrong with me.

      “Can you move any other part of your body?”

      I blink twice. My joints feel as though they’ve been glued into place. I can’t seem to move anything. I’m just thankful I’m still breathing.

      “I’ve never seen magic like this before,” Nadia tells me, looking a little frightened. “They trained us at Valengard Academy to recognize certain spells cast by humans, but I’ve never come across one like Julian described. I don’t know what to do for you. I wish I did.”

      Ryker and Julian enter the room about fifteen minutes later.

      “Move,” Ryker tells Nadia. “I need to examine her.”

      Nadia stands so Ryker can take her spot. As soon as he kneels by the tub, he places his right hand over my forehead. I feel a slight tingling sensation from his touch. I’m not sure if he’s trying to cure me or perform some other kind of magic mumbo jumbo.

      I do know he feels confused.

      After a minute, Julian impatiently demands, “Do you know what’s wrong with her or not?”

      Ryker removes his hand from my forehead and sits back, looking completely flabbergasted. Did I suddenly grow a second head? From the expression on his face, it’s a definite possibility. A sense of helplessness surrounds him, and I instantly know he won’t be able to help me.

      “I don’t know what kind of magic was cast on her,” he says, looking over at Julian. “But I can tell you that it wasn’t cast by a human.”

      “But the man who was here was definitely human,” Julian insists. “He reeked of humanity.”

      “He may have been a warlock of fire,” Ryker concedes. “But whatever he used on Sarah wasn’t human magic.”

      “Then what kind of magic was it?” Nadia asks, even though I can sense she already suspects the answer.

      Ryker looks uneasy about replying to Nadia’s question, but in this situation, he must know neither of the two people in the room will let him leave until he gives them the information they’re demanding.

      “It has to be alfar magic,” he tells them, sounding unsure how either of them will take the news. “They’re the only other wielders of magic I know who can cast something this powerful.”

      “That’s impossible,” Nadia states resolutely. “I’ve never seen this type of magic spell either. It can’t be alfar magic.”

      “I’m afraid it is,” a new voice says, joining in on the discussion.

      I turn my gaze toward the doorway leading to the bedroom and see Alden Highborn standing there. He looks away from the other three in the room to stare directly at me.

      “What are you doing here, Alden?” Nadia asks in surprise. “How did you even know Sarah was in trouble?”

      “I have spies everywhere,” Alden tells her, considering this a suitable response.

      I notice Viktor sitting on the floor next to Alden’s feet and have a sneaking suspicion my little feline friend shifted into his human form after he made his mad dash out of the room earlier. Odds are he called my aunt and told her what happened.

      “Do you know how to help her?” Julian asks desperately. He knows as well as I do that Alden seems to be the only person in the room who understands what’s happening to me. If he knows what kind of spell was cast, he might also know how to save me.

      “We can help her,” Alden says, turning his attention to Julian. “But you need to let me take her to Alfheim. Only alfar magic can heal her now.”

      “Why can’t you cure her here?” Julian questions heatedly.

      “There isn’t time,” Alden says, walking into the room with determined strides toward the bathtub. “We have to get her to alfar healers before the poison enters her brainstem and kills her. To be honest, I’m surprised she’s lasted this long. Usually with such a weapon, death is instantaneous.”

      “Then I’m going to Alfheim with you,” Julian declares.

      Ryker quickly stands to his feet to clear the path to the tub for Alden. Alden then bends down to lift me out of the water and into his arms. For someone with such a slim frame, I’m surprised by his show of strength.

      “I’m afraid that is completely unacceptable,” Alden tells Julian in a voice that indicates arguing the fact will do my companion absolutely no good. “Human’s aren’t even allowed into Alfheim. Why in the world would you think we would willingly allow a vampire to enter our realm?”

      “She needs me,” Julian almost yells but doesn’t. I think he realizes raising his voice to Alden will do nothing but make the other man more resistant to his plea. “I can’t be separated from my companion for long periods of time.”

      “She’s in no shape to feed you her blood,” Alden says in disgust, misinterpreting Julian’s reasoning. “Besides, it’s tainted. It could very well kill you if you tried to drink it now.”

      “I don’t give a damn about drinking her blood!” Julian storms angrily. “I love Sarah, and I won’t just let you take her away from me!”

      “You have no choice,” Alden states calmly as he begins to walk out of the bathroom with me cradled in his arms.

      Julian moves faster than my eyes can see and blocks the exit to the bathroom with his body.

      “I said,” he growls to Alden, “you are not leaving here with her unless you take me too.”

      “Do you want her to die?” Alden asks tersely as he lets his anger show for the first time. “Because every second you waste arguing with me is killing her! Is that what you want? For a man who professes to love Sarah, you’re the one who’s hastening her death right now.”

      Julian’s mask of resolution dissolves after hearing Alden’s words. Reluctantly, he steps aside to allow Alden room to walk by him. If I could have voiced my own opinion or even moved a muscle, I would have protested against the way Julian was being treated. I wish I could assure Julian that I’ll come back to him as soon as possible, but I can’t. I can’t move. I can’t talk. I’m trapped inside my body, and it feels like hell on earth.

      Alden carries me out of the condo and down to the street where a black limousine is waiting. I can’t even turn my head to look at Julian one last time before Nadia steps into the back of the car with us and closes the door. The limo takes off like it has rocket boosters strapped to its engine.

      “How is this alfar magic?” Nadia asks Alden straightaway. “I’ve never seen or even heard of this type of spell before.”

      “This kind of magic was outlawed years ago. Way before either you or I were born.”

      “But how did a human warlock cast an alfar spell?”

      “He didn’t,” Alden tells her. “A long time ago, House Firestorm figured out a way to weaponize certain spells by containing them in physical objects. I was told that the warlock threw a glowing blue ball at Sarah that exploded above her. Is that correct?”

      Nadia nods. “Yes. That’s the way it was explained to me.”

      “Then we know for sure what we’re dealing with here.” Alden looks down at me and tries to smile reassuringly. “I promise that you will survive this, Princess. I refuse to disappoint your father a second time and have your death on my hands. There is a cure for this in Alfheim. I just need to get you home so we can begin to administer it. I know this must be scary for you, but try not to worry. We will take care of you. I promise.”

      As I look at Alden, his face becomes distorted as if I’m looking at it through a funhouse mirror. I squint as I try to bring his face back into focus, but that just seems to make it worse. All of a sudden, my sight is lost, and I’m trapped inside a darkness that has no escape. The only connection I have left to the outside world is my hearing.

      “Damn it,” I hear Alden curse. “I think she just lost her sight.”

      “What?” Nadia asks in dismay. “Can she still hear us?”

      I blink once, but I’m not sure anyone is paying attention to what my eyelids are doing.

      “Driver!” Alden shouts. “I don’t care what you have to push out of our way or how many human laws you have to break. Get us back to the mansion immediately!”

      “Yes, sir!” I hear a man say, presumably the driver, but since I can’t see, I’m just using a logical assumption.

      I hear the engine of the limo roar even louder as the chauffeur speeds up.

      During the ride, my muscles begin to tense up to the point where they make my bones ache. I feel as though my whole body is on the verge of exploding and am helpless in knowing what needs to be done to alleviate my pain. All I can do is place my hope and faith in a man I just met earlier in the day. From what Alden said about my father, I think it’s safe to assume that he and my dad were good friends at one time in their lives. I have no idea what he was referring to when he said he refused to fail my father a second time. When did the first time happen, and why? The more I learn about Alden, the more of an enigma he becomes.

      The limo comes to a screeching halt a few minutes later. Alden orders Nadia to get the door. He tightens his hold on me and carries me out of the car. From the sound of their feet and the sensation of moving up as well as forward, I can only assume we’re racing up a flight of stairs.

      “Open the door you fools!” I hear Alden shout to some unknown people who obviously weren’t paying attention to the urgency of the situation.

      The sound of his footsteps changes as he enters a building. I can hear voices shouting for people to get out of the way as our path takes us farther inside the structure.

      I hear another set of footsteps come alongside Alden. They’re high-heeled shoes, so I assume it’s probably a woman, but honestly, you can never tell these days.

      “Are they prepared for us in Alfheim?” Alden asks.

      “Yes,” a woman answers, presumably the owner of the high-heeled shoes. “Queen Shael and the others are waiting for you on the other side.”

      The creaking of a large door alerts me that we’ve just entered into another room.

      “Do you want me to stay here and keep an eye on the vampire or come with you?” I hear Nadia ask.

      “You should come with us,” Alden tells her. “You’re the only one of us Sarah knows at all. I assume she trusts you to a certain extent. At least more then she will a room full of strangers in a strange land.”

      “And what about the vampire?” Nadia asks. “Their lives are connected to one another. If he dies here, they both die.”

      “Contact someone else from your detail and have them watch over Julian. Then follow us to Alfheim.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nadia answers rather obediently. I make a note to ask Alden how he’s able to tame Nadia’s rebellious side so easily. Or maybe it’s just me she tends to act out against.

      “Sarah,” Alden says to me in a gentle voice, “we’re about to enter the breach between this world and Alfheim. You’re going to feel a little pain, but considering what’s just been done to you, I don’t think it will affect you very much this trip. Your aunt and a group of healers are waiting for us on the other side. You will feel a lot of strangers laying their hands on you, so I want you to remember that all they want to do is help. I wish I had more time to explain what’s about to happen, but I don’t. Please forgive me.”

      I feel Alden take a step forward. I do experience a tingling of pain, but it’s nothing compared to what I’m already feeling. It’s more like a tickle of electricity than anything else.

      Once we’re on the other side, I hear a multitude of worried voices chattering. It’s so loud and there are so many of them that I can’t make out what any of the people are saying. One voice calls out for the rest to be silent. I may not know many people in Alfheim, but I do recognize the voice that just spoke.

      “How is she, Alden?” I hear my Aunt Shael ask worriedly.

      “She’s entering the last stages, so we need to act quickly. How many of these healers are willing to do what must be done?”

      “Enough of them have volunteered,” Shael says confidently.

      “Then they’ve said their good-byes?” Alden asks sadly.

      “To those who matter,” Shael responds. “They all understand that their sacrifice will ensure the future of House Moonshade and that we will take care of their families for them.”

      “I wasn’t sure you would be able to find enough to help,” Alden says, sounding impressed. “Considering the fact that she’s a virtual stranger to them.”

      “She is House Moonshade’s future. Everyone here understands that.” Shael says her words proudly, but I have to strain to hear them. Not only have I lost the ability to talk and see, but my hearing seems to be the next victim on the list.

      After that, all I hear are voices that sound like they’re far away. The whispering of strangers is the only noise I can perceive as a series of hands gently grab hold of my arms, legs, and head. A coldness begins to seep into my bones, but I think my perception of the cold is skewed. I realize that my body must have been literally burning up from the inside out, in the same way food is cooked in a microwave. The sensation I’m actually experiencing is just my core body temperature returning to normal.

      As my muscles lose their tautness, my body begins to relax. It’s only then that I discover how exhausted I am. Right before I drift off to sleep, a new pain grips my heart in a tight unyielding vise. I recognize this torturous ache because I’ve experienced it before, and I know it has nothing to do with the alfar weapon that was used on me. This is something much worse.

      My connection to Julian has been broken.
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      Sleep can be a comforting companion filled with dreams that allow people to fulfill desires that life restricts us from. It can also be our most ruthless enemy when the things we most fear take shape within them and force us to live out our worst nightmares. As I sleep in the land of my father, my dreams become filled with visions of Julian. Normally that would be a blessing, but not this time. Every time the dream-me reaches out to touch him, his image fades and my fingers stroke nothing but empty air, causing my heart to break over and over again. I feel as though I’m drifting on an ocean wave and can see Julian waiting for me on the shoreline. But each time the sea’s current acts as if it will take me closer to him, it does the complete opposite. I feel stuck inside an eternal limbo with no hope of ever finding my way back home.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with her, Alden. She should have woken up by now.”

      “Perhaps Nadia is right, my queen. It could be that we need to bring her vampire to her.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “Must I remind you that you are the queen of the alfar, Shael? You can do whatever you damn well please.”

      “Wait,” Shael says. I can hear the clicking of her heels across a hard surface as she approaches me. “I think she’s waking up. Go find Nadia down in the kitchen. She just took Viktor there to be fed. I’m sure Sarah will feel more at ease here if she sees a friendly face when she awakens.”

      My eyelids feel as though they’ve been glued shut as I try to pry them open. When I finally do, I see Shael sit on the edge of the bed I’m lying on.

      “Sarah,” she says with a cautious smile, “can you see me? Can you speak?”

      I swallow hard before I attempt to say anything, but it seems as though I barely have any saliva in my mouth to wet my tongue.

      “Yes,” I’m able to croak out, “I can see you.”

      Shael’s cautiously optimistic smile turns to one of relief.

      She places her right hand over her heart and says, “You had us all so worried. We weren’t sure if we had gotten the poison out of your body in time. You’ve been asleep for quite a while.”

      Oh, dear Lord, have I been in a coma? Was I waking up ten years after the fact? Wait, no. I couldn’t have been unconscious for that long. Shael doesn’t look any older. Unless alfar age at a slower rate than humans …

      “How long?” I ask. My throat begins to burn it’s so dry. I try to swallow again but have even less moisture in my mouth than when I first woke up. “Water,” I beg.

      “I’m so sorry,” the queen apologizes, quickly getting to her feet and walking over to a small table where it looks like she just had a meal. She fills a glass with water from a pitcher and hastily brings it over to me.

      I try to sit up, but my body feels like it’s been rolled over by one of those steel wheel rollers used by road construction people.

      “Don’t try to move just yet,” Shael tells me as she leans over and lifts my head slightly from my pillow. “Your body has been through quite an ordeal. It will take some time for it to heal.”

      I sip the water from the glass until I can swallow without it hurting anymore.

      “Enough,” I tell Shael once I’ve had my fill.

      She gently lies my head back down and places the half empty glass on the nightstand beside the bed. I take a moment to study my surroundings. The bed I’m in is large with a thick down comforter made of a fabric that feels like silk but seems even softer in texture. Its color falls somewhere in the spectrum between gold and daisy yellow. The bed itself has a tall half canopy, which is lined with the same yellow silk mixed with white. The walls are vanilla in color, edged with gold trim. To the right of me is a set of double doors, which most likely lead out into a hallway or perhaps a living room area of some sort. Directly across from the end of my bed are another set of glass doors, which lead out onto an attached balcony. I can’t see much of the outside world except for a few tree tops with colorful leaves swaying in the wind outside.

      “How long have I been out?” I ask Shael, regaining a little bit of strength in my voice.

      “Only a day,” she tells me.

      I sigh in relief. I was worried I might have slept my life away.

      A sharp pain in my chest causes me to wince involuntarily. It quickly intensifies in strength, triggering my whole body to begin to ache. I know what I need to make the pain go away, but after overhearing Shael’s conversation with Alden, I’m not sure I’ll get it.

      “I need Julian,” I whimper. I feel so weak that I can’t even lift a hand up to massage the searing pain I feel inside my chest. “I need him now!”

      “I cannot allow him to come here,” Shael tells me, sounding resolute in her decision, but at the same time, sorry for having to say it to me.

      “Then I need to go home to him,” I say as tears formed from frustration and pain begin to cloud my vision.

      “I’m afraid I can’t allow that to happen either,” she says regrettably. “It’s not safe for you to return home yet. Not until we figure out who’s trying to kill you and why.”

      “You’re killing me,” I accuse, unable to hold back a sob of despair. “I need Julian. Our bond causes us pain if we’re separated from one another. I can’t be this far away from him!”

      Shael studies me for a moment, looking distressed by my condition and troubled over my outburst.

      “We were wondering why you didn’t wake up right away,” she tells me. “I know about the bond between a vampire and his companion, but I had no idea it could manifest itself into physical pain.”

      “Not pain. Torture,” I correct her.

      Before I fell asleep, I thought my bond to Julian had been severed, but that isn’t the case. It’s simply been stretched to its limit, and there’s no more give in the tether that connects us to one another.

      “No vampire has ever been allowed to come to Alfheim,” Shael tells me. “I really don’t want to be the first alfar leader to break that rule.”

      “I’ll die without him,” I tell her, believing in the words even if I don’t know if it’s true or not. Odds are I wouldn’t actually die, but a life without Julian by my side would be the equivalent of death.

      “Well, look who decided to wake up.”

      I look away from Shael toward the bedroom door and see Nadia walk across the threshold. Alden follows in close behind her.

      “Nadia!” I cry out. “I need Julian!”

      Nadia looks from me to Shael. “I told you she needed her vampire, but you wouldn’t listen to me.”

      I’m surprised by Nadia’s almost hostile tone. Shael is her queen, after all. Most everyone I’ve met has treaded very lightly whenever they are around Shael and made sure they show her the utmost respect. Perhaps that rule doesn’t apply to those within the Valengard, or maybe Nadia’s loyalty now rests with me more so than her queen.

      “Nadia …” Alden says behind her in a tone that warns of dire consequences if Nadia doesn’t apologize for her harsh tone and words to Shael.

      “I’m sorry,” Nadia says to Shael, but the execution of her apology leaves a lot to be desired if she wanted it to be convincing. It’s obvious she isn’t sorry at all for speaking her mind. “But you charged me with taking care of the princess. I thought that included anywhere she was, whether it was here or on Earth.”

      Shael stands from her place on the side of the bed and turns to face Nadia.

      “I did,” she acknowledges. “And I can see by Sarah’s reaction to being separated from Julian that you were right about needing to bring him here. I had hoped being so far from him wouldn’t be a problem, but that clearly isn’t the case. So go back to New Orleans and bring him to her before the stress of being separated from him becomes too much for her to handle.”

      Nadia bows to her queen while saying, “I’ll be back within the hour.”

      She quickly turns around and heads back out the bedroom door. I silently urge her to go faster, because if I feel this much pain, Julian is bound to be experiencing it too.

      “Thank you,” I tell Shael, hoping her decision doesn’t cause her to lose any prestige among the other alfar houses.

      Shael turns to look at me and says, “Your health takes precedence above everything else. Sacrifices were made to ensure that you live long enough to assume the throne one day. If it’s within my power to make you whole again, I’ll do whatever has to be done to see that through.”

      I do remember hearing the conversation between Alden and Shael before the healers placed their hands on me, but it didn’t make a lot of sense to me at the time.

      “What sacrifices are you talking about?” I have to ask. “What did your healers have to do to save my life?”

      “Perhaps we shouldn’t worry about such things right now,” Alden quickly suggests. “You’re still very weak, and until Julian is here, I believe you should try to conserve your energy as much as possible.”

      I want to protest, but I know he’s right. I’m still exhausted from the whole ordeal, and without my connection to Julian being at full strength, it probably is better to wait until he’s with me again. We’re stronger together than we are apart. That much is certain, and it’s not a point I can argue against.

      “Why don’t you get some more sleep,” Shael tells me. “When you wake up, Julian will be here, and your suffering will be put to an end once and for all. Then if you still want to understand the details of what was done to save your life, we’ll explain them to you.”

      “Would you stay with me while I sleep?” I ask her. I’m already feeling bereft. Being left alone will most likely just exacerbate that feeling.

      Shael seems to be pleased by my request. She walks back over to the bed and reclaims her previous spot beside me.

      “I’ll stay here for as long as you need me,” she promises. “You’re the only family I have left, Sarah. We need to stand beside one another during our times of need.”

      In a way, it is sad that Shael and I are the only blood relatives each of us has left, but it is also nice to finally know she exists.

      I close my eyes, praying for sleep to drag me down into oblivion quickly. I’m confident Nadia will keep her word and be back in less than an hour with Julian. Only with him beside me will my soul find enough peace to allow my body to fully heal.

      I know the instant Julian steps foot on Alfheim soil because I’m suddenly awoken from a troubled sleep. When I open my eyes, I see Shael standing out on the balcony that’s directly across from my bed. Her long lustrous blonde hair practically glistens in the light of day, causing it to shimmer like it’s spun gold. In the distance, I can see trees with leaves of various colors ranging from green to a deep purple and maroon. The air holds the sweet scent of autumn, making me wonder if it actually is fall in this world or if this is just how the weather is all the time here. Either way, I hope to be on my feet again soon so that I can take in the wonders of the world my father grew up in.

      Even without seeing Julian, I begin to feel better. Tentatively, I try to move my fingers to test them out. I flex them easily and grow confident that the rest of my body will obey my commands. Slowly, I sit up in bed and wiggle my toes to make sure I can still do that simple action.

      “Well, look at you,” I hear Shael say as she walks back into the room from the balcony. “Your cheeks are rosier and your eyes are sparkling. Does this mean Julian is in Alfheim?”

      I nod. “Yes. I felt him the instant he arrived.”

      Shael crosses her arms in front of her. “I hope you realize Nadia may never let me hear the end of this. She told me that I needed to bring him here in order for you to fully recover. I just didn’t realize your connection to him would affect you so much physically. I was always under the impression that the connection between a vampire and his companion was an emotional one.”

      “I’ve experienced the emotional torture before, but none of those experiences prepared me for this one. I honestly didn’t realize being separated by a long distance would affect me so much physically too.”

      “I should have listened to Nadia,” Shael concludes. “I know I’ll end up having to explain my actions to the other houses, but they’ll just have to get used to having a vampire within their midst. If you are to become the next alfar ruler, you and Julian will need to move here eventually.”

      “That’s a long way off,” I say. “You’re still young. I think I have quite a few years left before we need to worry about me moving here.”

      Shael cocks her head. “Don’t you want to learn more about your people before you rule them? It would be easier to do that if you lived here at least part time.”

      “I have a life back home that I don’t want to give up,” I tell her, not really feeling like having a quarrel over my living situation with her right now, but I will argue my point if she keeps pushing the issue. “I’m not going to just abandon the people who love me.”

      Shael doesn’t look pleased, but she isn’t given a chance to voice her opinion about my refusal to call Alfheim my home.

      The door to the bedroom opens with a bang as it slams against the wall behind it. Julian travels so fast from the doorway to the bed that I only see him as a blur until his lips are on mine.

      “Stand down!” I hear Nadia order.

      To whom she says these harsh words to, I have no idea. Probably some guards who were standing outside my bedroom door, but in this sweet moment, I could care less. All I know and care about is kissing Julian and feeling his body next to mine. The hole in my heart formed by our physical separation completely heals as he continues to kiss me. I don’t bother to worry about who might be watching our reunion or what they must think of us. I want it known here in the world of my father that Julian and I are one beating heart, one breath, one soul …

      Eventually, Julian pulls his lips away from mine. Reluctantly, I let him, just so I can selfishly look into his warm hazel eyes.

      “I thought I’d lost you,” he tells me, his voice on the verge of breaking. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared in my life.”

      “I wasn’t sure I was going to make it either,” I confess as I raise a hand to smooth the wrinkles of worry from his forehead and gently caress one side of his face. “But the alfar saved me.”

      “How, exactly?” Julian asks, looking confused. “Healers?”

      “Yes,” I say. “But I’m not sure what they had to do to cure me. They wouldn’t tell me earlier because they thought I was too weak to handle the explanation.” I look over to Alden, Shael, and Nadia, who are all standing together a few feet away watching us. “I’m stronger now. I need to know why you called what the healers did a sacrifice.”

      Alden looks over at Shael beside him as if silently asking for permission to answer my question.

      Shael meets Alden’s gaze and nods her head once, granting him her blessing.

      Alden looks back at me and begins to tell me exactly what had to be done to save my life.

      “The only way for the healers to draw out the poison that was inside you was to take it into their own bodies. The toxin that you absorbed is like a living creature. It burrows into your muscular tissue and causes them to expand by hijacking your body’s extracellular matrix and using it to produce more of the poison exponentially. Usually that sort of weapon kills the victim within a few short minutes, but something about your chemical makeup slowed the poison’s production, allowing us the necessary time to draw it out of you with our healers’ magic.”

      “Are you telling me,” I say as realization dawns, “that the people who healed me are dead?”

      Alden hesitates but ultimately answers. “Yes. They sacrificed their lives in order to save yours.”

      I begin to cry for a group of strangers who gave up everything they had to save me. I don’t even know what my saviors looked like. My one and only memory of them is the feel of their hands as they absorbed the poison that was killing me into their own bodies.

      “How many?” I ask Alden in a hollow voice. “How many died to save me?”

      “Six,” he answers.

      “Six lives for one,” I say absently as tears of sorrow stream down my face. “That doesn’t seem like a fair trade to me.”

      “They did it,” Shael says, taking a few steps forward toward the bed, “because they know without you House Moonshade would fall after my death. They didn’t do it just so you could live. They did it in order to secure the future for their children and their children’s children.”

      My heart sinks at the thought of the six brave souls who chose to save my life so that their families would remain safe under Shael’s protection and ultimately mine one day. In light of the situation, I realize there’s no way I can deny my birthright now. I would be spitting into the faces of the people who just gave up their entire existence in order to save mine.

      I look at Julian, realizing that the road we’re traveling down together just got a lot bumpier. He seems to realize that fact too as a troubled frown appears on his face.

      “Will there be a funeral for them?” I ask Shael.

      “Yes. We’ll have a ceremony this evening to say our last farewells.”

      “I would like to attend it,” I tell her, “if that’s allowed.”

      Shael looks worried. “Are you sure? Don’t you think it would be better if you rested some more?”

      “Do you think my presence would upset the families?” I ask, wondering if that’s the real reason she doesn’t seem to want me to go.

      “Absolutely not,” Shael assures me. “I’m certain the families will appreciate you making the effort to come see their loved ones off to the afterlife. I’m just worried about your health.”

      “I’m fine,” I tell her, reaching for one of Julian’s hands and holding it tight. “And I’ll become stronger as the day progresses now that Julian is with me. I would like to go to the ceremony to pay my respects.”

      “Then I think that would be a wonderful thing for you to do for the families,” Shael says with a small, pleased smile. I can feel her pride in me for volunteering to go to the funeral. I sense she believes this is a first step in my willing acceptance of my future as she believes it should unfold.

      “Well, since your companion is here,” Shael says, “I believe we should discuss our plans on how to make it safe for you to return to Earth.”

      “Plans?” I ask, not having heard that the problem had even been discussed much less strategized to the point there was a plan ready to be set into motion. “What do you have in mind?”

      “I will be spearheading the investigation into the assassination attempts,” Alden speaks up. “In fact, I’ll be heading back to Earth in just a few moments to see if I can find a connection between the werewolf’s attempt on your life and the warlock’s. Since neither you nor Julian knew the warlock, there has to be a third party involved. We believe that someone hired both assailants to assassinate you.”

      “But why?” I have to ask. “I barely know anyone in the supernatural community. I can’t think of anyone that I pissed off enough to want to see me dead.”

      “It could be that you aren’t the person they are ultimately trying to kill.” Alden turns his gaze on Julian. “If they are trying to actually kill Julian, it would be easier to simply murder his companion instead. You’re a more fragile target.”

      “Last night,” I say, “in the car ride, you told Nadia that the weapon that was used against me had been outlawed here.”

      “Yes, that’s correct,” Alden confirms, looking uncomfortable that I overheard his conversation with Nadia.

      “So, how did a human warlock get an alfar weapon?” I ask him to explain.

      “We’re not sure,” Alden says with a troubled frown. “That’s something that we’ll look into as well. Trust me, we’re just as curious to find out the answer to that question as you are.”

      “I also heard you say that House Firestorm is the one who designed the weapon in the first place. Could they be behind these assassination attempts?”

      Alden purses his lips for a second as he mulls over my suggestion, before answering, “It’s a possibility that we’re taking under consideration, but it is highly unlikely anyone of importance in House Firestorm would try to kill you.”

      “You say that so confidently,” I reply, finding his reaction curious. “I thought they were one of the major houses trying to recruit your mages into their house. What better way to do that than by killing the heir to House Moonshade?”

      “Let’s just say that it wouldn’t be in their best interest at the moment,” Shael chimes in. “Now, why don’t we let Alden return to Earth and start his investigation into the matter? I’m sure you still need some rest or would at least like some alone time with Julian after your long separation. We’ll give the two of you some privacy so you can talk about what’s happened since you last saw one another. I will come back later and personally escort you to the farewell ceremony.”

      Shael turns and walks out the door without giving me an opportunity to ask her any more questions. Alden instantly follows her lead, leaving only Nadia in the room with us.

      “Is it just me,” I say, “or did Shael just act like she doesn’t want me to know about something important just yet?”

      “It wasn’t just you,” Julian confirms. “She’s definitely withholding a piece of information.”

      “Do you know what she’s hiding, Nadia?” I ask.

      “It might sound surprising, but I don’t exactly have the queen’s confidence in private matters of state,” she replies wryly. “I’m sure she’ll tell you what’s going on when it comes time for you to know.”

      “You’re probably right,” I say, knowing that Shael’s secret isn’t something she feels will harm me. I could sense that much from her at least. All I do know is that she doesn’t believe I will like what she intends to tell me.

      “I’m going to leave so the two of you can talk,” Nadia tells us, turning to walk out the door.

      “Nadia!” I call out, causing her to turn back around to look at me. “Thank you for telling them I needed Julian. I know it must have been difficult for you to argue the point with Alden and Shael while I was unconscious.”

      Nadia shrugs. “I knew that if he was here, vampire companion or not, you would heal faster. We all draw strength from the ones we love, and being in a world filled with a bunch of strangers isn’t very conducive to a speedy recovery.”

      “Thank you for trying.”

      Nadia bows at the waist to me. “You’re welcome, Your Highness.”

      She then walks out the door, closing it behind her.

      “So which of us has a mortal enemy?” I ask Julian as he slips off his black wingtip shoes to crawl into my bed and pull me against his side. I lay my head on his shoulder and absently begin to play with one of the buttons on his white dress shirt.

      “I believe the odds are in my favor,” he tells me with a sigh of resignation. “I just don’t know how any of them could convince a werewolf and a warlock into trying to murder me.”

      “And why did they both kill themselves after they failed?” I ask. “That’s what doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. What would make them do such a thing?”

      “I’m not sure,” Julian admits. “But Alden seems like a capable man. I’m sure he’ll uncover some answers for us back home.”

      “I hope so,” I say, wrapping my arms around Julian’s waist and holding him tight. “The sooner we go back, the sooner we can return to our lives and figure out a way to cure you.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Julian agrees. “Now get some rest. I can feel how tired you are. The strain of the last couple of days has taken more out of you than you realize. Just relax and sleep. I’ll watch over you.”

      I don’t argue with Julian because there would be no point. I am tired.

      As I close my eyes, I feel sure my dreams will now be filled with joy instead of despair. I have faith that Julian’s presence will protect me from the ghost of my nightmares. What else could I possibly need?
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      When I awaken, I feel a pair of strong hands on my shoulders. I lie there wondering if I’m still dreaming and experiencing one of those dreams within a dream. As the hands on my shoulders continue their deep massage of my tense muscles, I slowly open my eyes and discover that I’m still in my bedroom in Alfheim. I’m lying stretched out across my bed and on my stomach with my head resting on my crossed arms.

      “Am I dreaming, or are you giving me one of your much talked about massages?” I ask, knowing it’s Julian who’s attending to my physical needs.

      “Maybe a little of both,” Julian tells me, squeezing my knotted muscles a little harder to work out the tension that’s built up there over the past few days.

      “You weren’t lying,” I practically moan. “You do give a good massage.”

      “I do a lot of things rather well,” he teases. “We just haven’t had enough uninterrupted time for me to prove it to you yet.”

      “You don’t have to prove anything to me,” I assure him. “Although, a demonstration is always welcome.”

      Julian chuckles. “I’ll keep that in mind when the time is right. Unfortunately, I don’t believe that time is right now. One of Shael’s servants brought in the dress you’re supposed to wear to the funeral ceremony this evening. It’s hanging up in your closet.”

      I had somehow forgotten about the ceremony until Julian just mentioned it. It isn’t so much that I don’t want to go. It is more the fact that I am saying good-bye to a group of people I didn’t even know but who gave up their lives so that I could live. There’s a certain amount of survivor’s guilt associated with such a thing. Even though I wasn’t the one who asked them to die for me, I feel as though I’m indebted to the six alfar who drew the poison out of my body and took it into their own. How do you even begin to repay such a selfless act of kindness?

      I breathe in deeply to clear my head of the last dregs of sleep. When the fog lifts, I immediately sit up in bed.

      “I smell food,” I say, looking around the room and finding the table Shael had eaten her meal at earlier now laden with a variety of delectable looking dishes.

      “It’s been a while since you ate,” I hear Julian say behind me, because I’ve already made it halfway to the table before he can even utter his first word. “I told the people who brought the food in to have the kitchen staff go ahead and prepare some more for you.”

      I can’t even make a reply because I already have a spoonful of chocolate cake in my mouth. I moan in ecstasy because the chocolate is unlike any I’ve ever tasted before in my life. I can’t quite place my finger on what’s different about it, but logic dictates that the reason is due to the fact that we’re on another planet. Who knows if they even call it chocolate here? For all I know, they could call it something else.

      I don’t stop eating until the table is empty of food and only left with a pile of dirty dishes.

      I turn to Julian, who is still sitting on my bed afterwards, and ask, “How long ago did you tell them to bring more food?”

      He grins at me. “I’m sure they’ll bring it up shortly. They seemed very eager to please their new princess.”

      “Eh, don’t remind me,” I reply with a roll of my eyes as I walk back over to him and sit so close to his side that our thighs touch. “I don’t particularly want to be their next queen, but if I say that, I’m pretty sure all hell will break loose here. This world seems even more fragile than ours for some reason. I don’t quite understand how Shael keeps the peace.”

      “I’m sure her skill at diplomacy is something she would love to teach you,” Julian says, reaching over and taking one of my hands with his. “She seems to care a great deal about you, Sarah. She did a lot to save your life. As far as I know, there aren’t many healers among the alfar. The fact that she willingly sacrificed six of them to keep you alive says more about your importance here than you might think. That was probably half of the healers within House Moonshade itself.”

      “I didn’t realize that,” I say, finding the burden of their deaths on my shoulders just double. “It’s not that I don’t want to help the alfar. I just don’t want to be put in a position where they ask me to choose them over you. Right now, I would refuse to do that if it means I have to give you up.”

      Julian smiles wanly at me and says, “Let’s take one day at a time. First, we need to figure out why someone is trying to kill us. Then we can worry about the future.”

      A knock at the door puts an end to our conversation because it signals the arrival of more food. Julian walks over to the door and opens it. Two ladies wearing simple white dresses enter the room. Each of them is pushing in a silver cart loaded with more food. I notice one of them look at the table strewn with my dirty plates with a great deal of surprise. However, she doesn’t make a comment about my voracious appetite. She simply does her job and clears the table before depositing the freshly made dishes down for my consumption.

      “Will you be needing more food, Princess Sarah?” the woman asks me. I silently applaud her non-judgmental attitude. She seems more amused by my appetite than anything else.

      “No, thank you,” I tell her. “That will be enough for now.”

      “Very well, Your Highness,” she replies with a small courtesy. “Please let us know if or when you need more food brought up.”

      “Thank you.”

      The two women leave, but not before Viktor comes prancing into the room as if he’s the king of the world. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the two women courtesy to him before exiting and shutting the door behind them. Their actions seem odd to me, but not so much to my cat.

      Viktor transforms into his human form and proceeds to stretch his lithe body out.

      “I must say,” he tells us, “I have missed being home.”

      “Where have you been hiding?” I ask him as I reach for a bowl of diced fruit. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “Oh, here and there,” Viktor replies vaguely. “I thought I would snoop around to see what’s happened here in the castle while I’ve been gone.”

      “Have you learned anything that would be useful to me?” I ask.

      “Nothing that you need to know about at the moment,” he tells me.

      “At the moment? Well, when will I need to know what you discovered?”

      “Sometimes it’s better to let things come out naturally when the time is right. Plus, I promised Shael I would keep my lips shut and let her explain things to you when she deems it appropriate.”

      “Is it something bad?” I ask. Most people practically bust with excitement to tell a person good news. It’s only when it’s bad news that they reserve it for being told “when the time is right.”

      Viktor shrugs. “I don’t particularly think it’s anything you need to worry about, but as I said, Shael wants to explain things to you herself, and that’s exactly why I will not tell you what I know.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be loyal to me now,” I complain.

      “I am loyal to House Moonshade,” Viktor corrects me. “And whatever the current leader dictates is law, as far as I’m concerned.”

      I hear Julian stand from the bed and walk over to me. He places a gentle hand against the small of my back and says, “Why don’t we let the cat have his secrets for now? You need to eat and regain your strength. I’m sure this evening will be hard on you, if not physically, certainly emotionally.”

      “The vampire is right,” Viktor agrees with a firm nod of his head. “You need to be strong for the farewell ceremony.”

      I continue to eat my fruit because I know they’re both right. I’m still not feeling up to snuff after my near-death experience, and I’m sure lack of food is a contributing factor.

      “Don’t you get cold running around naked when you transform into a human?” Julian asks Viktor, eyeing him curiously. “Surely you have some clothes stashed around this castle that you can put on.”

      Viktor pulls the shoulders of his six-foot frame back and places his hands on his hips in a proud stance.

      “I prefer to stay nude while in my human form,” he declares. “Does my body offend you in some way?”

      Julian looks pointedly down to Viktor’s hips and the pendulum that hangs between his legs.

      “Is that thing magically imbued or something?” Julian asks in all seriousness. “I can’t say I’ve ever seen one that gargantuan before.”

      “My master wanted me to have the ability to serve in any capacity the current ruler of House Moonshade desired,” he explains with his chin raised a notch. “I’ve been a lover to quite a few queens and kings during my lifetime here at the castle. So, to answer your question, yes, I suppose you could say all of me has been magically imbued. I offered my services to Sarah, but surprisingly, she didn’t seem interested, even after seeing what I have to offer her. I’m sure when the time comes for you to satisfy her sexual needs she won’t be too disappointed in what you end up presenting to her.”

      I almost choke on the piece of pineapple in my mouth. I quickly chew and swallow before Julian has a chance to make a reply.

      “I think we need to get off this subject,” I tell them both. “Go find a sheet or towel to cover yourself with, Viktor. You know I prefer you wear something.”

      “Oh, very well,” he replies begrudgingly before stalking off toward the bathroom.

      “So you passed up his one-eyed monster, eh?” Julian says, sounding amused.

      “He isn’t the man I want in my bed,” I reply. “You know that. Besides, that thing might impale me.”

      Julian chuckles, but he doesn’t disagree.

      “Is this better?” Viktor asks, walking back into the room with a large white towel tied securely around his hips.

      “Much better,” I tell him approvingly. “Now, did you learn anything else with your spying that might be useful to me?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact, I did,” he says, sounding pleased with himself for discovering some valuable information for me. “I learned that House Firestorm is in the castle and that Galan and his son will be attending the farewell ceremony this evening.”

      “Did they come just to attend the funeral?” I ask, placing my empty fruit bowl on the table and reaching for a loaf of sweet smelling bread.

      “No. They didn’t come for that. They came for the ball.”

      “Ball? Are you talking about a physical ball of some kind or a dance?”

      “A dance,” Viktor clarifies. “Shael has invited all of the houses to come to the castle so that they can meet you in person.”

      “Great,” I say rather unenthusiastically. “So I get to spend time with a bunch of strangers all at once.”

      “Well, they’re only strangers because you weren’t raised here,” Viktor accurately points out. “Besides, after tomorrow night, they won’t be strangers anymore, and you’ll know the egos you have to contend with as heir of this house.”

      “You make it sound like I’m about to enter a boxing ring with these people,” I joke. When Viktor doesn’t crack a smile, I automatically assume that’s exactly what he means. “Your empathic skills will give you greater insight into their true feelings than either Shael or I have been able to discern. Although, Alden has been indispensable in giving Shael accurate information about the other house rulers. He must have spies everywhere, but he refuses to divulge their identities, even to Shael.”

      Yes, the mysterious Alden Highborn seems to have the complete trust of the queen. The fact that I can’t read his emotions still troubles me, and Viktor just unknowingly answered a question I had about the alfar in general. I thought perhaps alfar are more immune to my empathic ability than humans are, but since Viktor seems to believe my special gift will come in handy when dealing with the other house rulers, I have to conclude most alfar aren’t resistant to my ability to read them. So what’s shielding Alden’s emotions from me? I have no idea, but I plan to find a way to figure it out.

      “Did you tell Shael that I’m an empath?” I ask Viktor.

      “Of course not!” he replies, looking shocked I would even consider such a thing. “I will never betray your trust in me, Sarah. Any secret you share shall never pass my lips to another soul. I consider everything in your life sacred information unless you wish to make it publicly known.”

      “Good,” I say. “I wouldn’t want Shael to start feeling uncomfortable around me. She seems to like to keep her emotions to herself, and I don’t want her to feel as though she needs to keep her guard up when we’re together. I would rather get to know her better and vice versa. Maybe after we’ve been able to forge a relationship I can share more about myself with her.”

      “I’m certain she would like that,” Viktor replies. There’s a sadness in his eyes, and I can feel a sudden sense of melancholy sweep through his emotions.

      “What?” I ask, knowing I don’t have to say more than that to get the true meaning of my question across.

      “I was just remembering how sad Shael was when your father left Alfheim. It broke her heart. They were very close, you know. Twins tend to be closer to one another than regular siblings.”

      “Wait, they were twins?” I ask, having had no idea.

      “Yes. Your father was born first, so he is the one who was supposed to inherit the crown. I always thought it was strange how a few seconds can make such an impact on two lives. Shael hid her pain from others after he decided to leave us, but at night, she would come to me to help her alleviate a small bit of her grief for a little while.”

      I don’t ask how Viktor was able to perform such a service. All I need to do is visualize my aunt having a romp underneath a set of sheets with my cat.

      “Why hasn’t Shael ever married?” I ask.

      “She didn’t want to burden someone she loves with her infertility.” Viktor shakes his head at my aunt’s missed opportunity at happiness. “I told her that was ludicrous and that any man would be lucky to have her as his wife, but she seems to believe denying a man the chance to be a father would be a selfish act on her part.”

      “Well, is it that, or has she just not found someone she loves enough to marry?”

      “Oh, she loves someone,” Viktor says with certainty. “She just won’t admit it to him.”

      “Who?” I ask excitedly.

      “I can’t tell you that,” Viktor replies, his tone insinuating that I should know better than to ask such a question. “Shael told me that secret in complete confidence. I won’t break her trust in me, either, by telling you her secrets.”

      I sigh in disappointment. I know he’s right. Shael’s affairs are none of my business, but it certainly doesn’t mean I can’t pay closer attention to her reactions to people from this point forward. Now that I know my aunt is in love with someone, I want to find out who among the alfar has captured her heart.

      “Viktor,” I say, “would it be possible for me to pay my respects to the healers who gave their lives for me before the official funeral? I feel strange not at least knowing what they look like or even what their names are.”

      “I’m sure it can be arranged,” he says, looking pleased with my request. “I’ll go inform the queen of your desire and come back with her reply.”

      Viktor transforms back into a cat and heads for the door. He looks back at Julian with a rather superior, Well, are you going to open it for me or not?

      Julian complies, but I can tell from the irritated expression on his face he doesn’t like being passively bossed around by a cat.

      Once Viktor leaves, I continue to devour all of the food on the table. My rapacious appetite leads my thoughts to the realization that Julian hasn’t fed on me since that night in Destin.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask him. “I think we have enough time before the ceremony for you to feed.”

      “It can wait until afterwards,” Julian tells me. “I would rather you saved your strength for the funeral.”

      “So where is this dress you said they brought for me to wear?” I ask, looking around the room but not seeing one laying around.

      “They hung it up in the closet,” he tells me, walking toward a door that is located on the right side of the bed, which I hadn’t noticed before now.

      I follow Julian over to it. When he opens the door, a light inside automatically comes on and illuminates a space almost as big as the bedroom.

      “Holy cow, this is like my dream closet,” I say in awe of the space. The walk-in closet is an extension of the bedroom as far as structure and design goes. The shelves, drawers, and clothing racks seem to be completely devoid of garments except for the black dress hanging on a rod on the wall directly across from the door. A pair of black high-heeled shoes has been set directly underneath it.

      “Perhaps we can build one similar to it when we get back home,” Julian suggests.

      “I’m not sure your house can accommodate a room like this,” I say. Julian’s house is large, but adding on this much space doesn’t seem feasible.

      “I was thinking we could design a new house,” he reveals. “You know, one that we both like. I bought the house on Bayou Road because it was the best available and I was able to move into it right away. I was hoping you and I could buy some land and build a home that suits both of our needs.”

      I smile—not because I want a new house, but because of the hope for a better future I see on Julian’s face.

      “I absolutely love that idea,” I tell him.

      “Good,” Julian replies, looking relieved, which doesn’t make a lot of sense to me.

      “Did you think I would say no?” I ask.

      “To be honest, I wasn’t sure what you would say. I’ve never offered to build a house for anyone. All the homes I’ve ever lived in have been pre-owned. This will be the first time in my life that I’ve actually designed something I want to live inside.”

      “That seems odd. Why haven’t you done it before now?”

      Julian takes a moment to consider my question before answering.

      “I think it’s because when you spend so much time building something from the ground up, a piece of your soul goes into the project. If I did that, I probably wouldn’t want to leave the home that I built, and I’ve always had to move every ten years or so.”

      “Then let’s start building a house as soon as we get back home,” I say, full of confidence that Julian’s ten-year relocation plan can finally stop. “And I know exactly where we can buy some land to build it on.”

      “We can construct it anywhere you want,” Julian says, looking cautiously happy and excited about our plan.

      He’s taking the first step into uncharted waters for him. Having a home of his own and building a life for himself always seemed out of his reach until now. All we have to do is solve the mystery behind his curse and free him of it so he can live his dream of a normal, human life.

      “I should probably bathe before I put that dress on,” I say, giving Julian a playful sideways glance. “I don’t suppose you would like to help me with that little chore.”

      “I brought you someone to help you get ready, Your Highness,” I hear Nadia say behind me.

      I scrunch up my face in irritation before I turn around with a welcoming and royally gracious smile.

      Standing beside Nadia is a slim young girl who can’t be older than eighteen. She has short blonde hair styled in a bob and is wearing a plain white dress with short sleeves and a skirt.

      “This is Cia,” Nadia tells me. “She’s here to help you prepare for the ceremony.”

      “Hello,” I say to Cia. The poor girl looks as skittish as a mouse.

      Nadia looks at Julian and says, “I’ll escort you to your room so you can get ready too.”

      Julian looks confused for a moment, but simply says, “Thank you.”

      Nadia begins to walk away but turns around to look back at us, indicating that she expects Julian to follow her out of the room right this minute.

      “I guess I’ll see you in a few,” Julian tells me.

      “I guess so,” I reluctantly agree.

      Julian walks toward Nadia and follows her out of my bedroom.

      “Would you like me to prepare you a bath, Your Highness?” Cia asks.

      “Sure,” I say, having lost my enthusiasm for bathing since Julian won’t be joining me now. “That would be great.”

      I end up finding Cia to be a very attentive attendant. She seems to know what I need before I do and be right by my side with whatever item I might require.

      It takes about an hour before I’m fully prepared to go to the ceremony. When there’s a knock on my door, Cia answers it. She instantly takes a step back before curtsying deeply as my Aunt Shael walks into my room holding Viktor in her arms.

      “Oh good,” she says, eyeing me up and down, “I thought the dress would fit, but you never can tell about clothes until you actually put it on.”

      I smooth my hand down the front of the black taffeta dress with a full skirt and lace top. I consider it to be a bit fancy to wear to a funeral, but apparently I am properly attired for the occasion considering Shael’s gown. Her outfit also has a full skirt with an overlay composed of black lace, which has large transparent gaps in the skirt, so that the pale tan fabric underneath can be seen.

      “I was told that you wanted to view the bodies before the ceremony,” Shael says, not mentioning who gave her the information in front of Cia.

      “Yes,” I reply. “Is that why you’re here?”

      Shael nods. “The official service doesn’t begin for another hour. I thought we could take a walk outside and go to the pavilion together.”

      “I would like that,” I say, finding that I enjoy having a blood relative who seems interested in spending time with me.

      “Wonderful,” Shael replies, bending forward slightly to let Viktor jump out of her arms and onto the floor.

      I walk over to the door realizing I’ve been in my bedroom all day and have no idea what lays beyond its threshold. When I step out, I discover that the wall I assumed was part of a long hallway is actually only a small partition wall that hides the bedroom from view of a much larger sitting room on the other side. I don’t have time to look at much, because Shael walks out of the double doors in the room so quickly, I end up having to jog a bit just to catch up with her and Viktor. As we walk down the blue carpeted hallway, I glance out the windows dotting the outer wall and get a glimpse of the vast exterior gardens. I notice some people milling about and picking up tools as their workday comes to an end.

      “How many people will be attending the funeral?” I ask my aunt as we continue to make our way down the hallway.

      “We try to accommodate everyone who wishes to be present,” Shael tells me. “Usually, only the closest family and friends of the deceased attend, but considering the circumstances surrounding the deaths of these six, we’re expecting quite a large crowd to come this evening.”

      “Do you think it will get out of hand with so many people?”

      “Oh no,” Shael says in a reassuring voice. “We brought in some of the senior Valengard Academy students to help with the security issue. I’m sure they will be able to keep things under control.”

      “Valengard Academy?” I ask. “I assume that’s where the children you select to be recruits of the Valengard study.”

      “Yes.”

      We come to what looks like a steel cage elevator at the end of the hallway. Shael slides the folding door to the right, and we both step inside. We quickly descend to what I assume is the bottom floor. Once we reach our destination, there are two guards waiting for us. One of them opens the door so we can step out into another hallway, while the other one opens an outside door only a couple of feet up from where we disembarked. When we step outside, I breathe in the crisp air and find that it smells a lot like fresh apples. I look to my right and discover a grove of colorful apple trees, but the fruit hanging from the limbs isn’t red, green, or even yellow. These apples are purple, pink, and blue.

      “They smell like real apples,” I comment as I stand and study the colorful crop. “Do they taste like real apples too?”

      Shael laughs. “Yes. They taste just like apples do on Earth. Your planet and Alfheim aren’t that dissimilar. We have most of the same resources, though ours might have slight differences, like the color of our apples.”

      “Your chocolate is definitely better,” I’m quick to point out.

      “It’s probably our sugar that you’re tasting a difference in more so than the chocolate itself,” she clarifies. “I’ve been told that ours has a bit of a honey taste to it.”

      “Whatever the difference is, it’s awesome,” I declare.

      Shael smiles. “Then I’ll make sure you have a box of our chocolates before you return home.”

      As we begin walking down a brick sidewalk next to Shael’s massive castle, I ask her, “Have you spoken to Alden today? Has he been able to find out anything else about the men who tried to kill me?”

      Shael shakes her head slightly. “No. I haven’t heard from Alden, but he’ll be back in time for the farewell ceremony. I’m sure he’ll fill us in on what he’s learned so far when we can all have a moment alone together later this evening. And I want to thank you for agreeing to stay here until we’re able to clear this matter up. I certainly don’t want you to go back to a bad situation when we have the resources to keep you safe.”

      “I just want to find out who is trying to kill me and Julian. The sooner we do that, the sooner my life can get back to normal.”

      “I know you said you don’t want to live here permanently, and I understand that you don’t feel at home here yet. Earth is all you’ve ever known, and it’s where your loved ones live, but I would like you to consider making time to come here on a regular basis. I think it would be beneficial to you and to our people, so they can get to know you better and vice versa.”

      “There isn’t any rush in doing that, is there?” I ask, becoming worried and slightly panicked. “You don’t have some terrible disease and are about to die on me, are you?”

      “Good grief,” Shael says, looking at me as if she can’t believe I just said what I did. “No. I do not intend to die anytime soon. Is this something you always do?”

      “What exactly?” I ask, slightly confused by the question.

      “Do you always look for the worst-case scenario to a situation?”

      “No. You just worried me for a minute there. I thought you were trying to rush the grooming process because you expected to pass away soon.”

      “My urgency has nothing to do with my health, which is perfectly fine by the way. I simply want you to learn to love this world as much as you do Earth. You’re a child of both, but in this one, you have greater responsibilities. If you become queen one day, I want you to do it without any reservations and because you care for the people within House Moonshade. We have a reputation of fair treatment and honest judgments that we need to uphold.”

      “I realize and appreciate that,” I say, “but you need to understand that I need some time to adjust to all the changes in my life. I’m not a person who just jumps into things without thinking them through first. I’ll do my best and learn all that I can from you, but that isn’t going to happen in a day or two.”

      “All I ask is that you not shut us out and pretend that we don’t exist.”

      “Is that what you think my father did?” I ask, sensing Shael’s fear is rooted in something else besides conjecture. “Did you ever see him again after he left to be with my mother?”

      “No,” Shael replies. Her face doesn’t show it, but I can feel how sad she is having to give her answer.

      “Why not?” I have to ask. “Why didn’t you know that we lived only two hours away from New Orleans? Didn’t you try to look for us?”

      “I did look for Rhys,” she says, “but he kept a very low profile in your world. I believe he also used some sort of magic to keep his whereabouts hidden from us. If I had known he passed away and that you existed, I would have sought you out after his death. I didn’t even know who your mother was until recently. Honestly, I simply feel lucky that our paths crossed at all. Having you here almost feels like having your father back with us.”

      Shael looks away from me and doesn’t seem to want to say anything else on the subject, and I have no desire to make her more uncomfortable, so I decide not to push the matter any further.

      When I look down the path to see what’s up ahead, I notice a large circular building made of white stones. Several pillars line its perimeter and support segments of stone slabs to form a portico. From what I can tell, the main structure is open to the sky and lacks a door of any sort. On either side of the entrance to the building are two figures made of alabaster. One is of a man and the other of a woman who are both dressed in flowing robes. Each of them holds a lantern made of gold with what looks like a glowing blue crystal inside providing a bright illumination.

      As we pass under the portico and enter into the structure, I see the bodies of the fallen healers.

      They’re all laid out on individual white stone slabs in a staggered row within the center of the building. Each of them is covered with a fine opalescent death shroud that is transparent enough for me to clearly see the faces of my saviors.

      “Did you know them well?” I ask Shael as we stand there together in the quiet of what feels like a holy place.

      “I knew them, but I can’t claim to have been their friend,” she replies, sounding as if she regrets not being able to call these select few more than just acquaintances. “I know a little bit about each of their lives though. Would you like me to tell you what I know?”

      I nod because I suddenly can’t seem to speak. My throat is choked with emotions ranging from sadness to thankfulness. None of these people knew me, yet they gave up everything to save me.

      Shael walks up to the first body, and I follow by her side.

      The woman laying on the stone slab is quite old. She appears to be in her mid to late seventies. I breathe a sigh of relief knowing that at least one of the people who saved me led a full and rich life.

      “This is Elliana Goodearth,” Shael tells me. “She had two children, a boy and a girl, who each had two children of their own. She was married for fifty-five years and lost her husband last year. Of the healers who helped you, she was the first to volunteer. I believe she was ready to enter the afterlife and rejoin those who passed before her.”

      I reach out and rest one of my hands on top of Elliana’s hands, which lay one on top of the other against her chest in a peaceful repose.

      “Thank you for saving me,” I whisper to her. I know she can’t actually hear me, but perhaps her spirit is lingering nearby and can understand my words. “I promise that I will do everything within my power to keep your family and House Moonshade safe.”

      Just before I take my hand away, I feel a tingle of electricity pass between my hand and Elliana’s clasped ones. I look up at her face and notice that her eyes are open, yet unblinking. I watch in morbid fascination as the woman’s head slowly turns in my direction to meet my gaze.
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      I hear Shael gasp in shock, possibly horror and fear, as Elliana’s mouth opens and she begins to speak.

      “Why have you brought me back, Princess?” she asks in a voice that sounds as if it’s traveling through a long wind tunnel.

      I immediately snatch my hand off Elliana. Her mouth shuts and her eyes close, similar to how a child’s toy turns off when you flip a switch on its back.

      “Sarah,” Shael says in a shaky whisper. “Did you just do that? Did you bring her back from the dead?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe,” I admit as a vision of what happened when the shades attacked us in Destin flits through my mind. When I touched the shade that turned out to be my mother, she began to materialize right in front of my eyes. When we lost physical contact, she turned back into a shade and disappeared.

      Shael narrows her eyes at me suspiciously and says, “What exactly does ‘maybe’ mean?”

      I go on to explain what I was able to do to the shade in Destin, but I purposely neglect to tell Shael that the ghost was, in fact, my mother. I’m not exactly sure why I decide to withhold the information. It just doesn’t feel right to talk about my mom with Shael considering the fact my father chose to be with her instead of his own people. When I’m done, Shael looks justifiably frightened by my tale.

      “You must never tell anyone here what you are able to do,” she vehemently orders me.

      “Why?” I have to ask.

      “They won’t understand what you are. They will take it as a bad omen and refuse to follow you.” Shael takes a step forward, grabbing both of my hands. “Promise me you won’t tell anyone you’re a re-animator.”

      “A re-animator?” I ask, having never heard the term used before to describe a person. “Is that what I am? Are there other re-animators here in Alfheim?”

      “If there are, they keep themselves hidden, as well they should.”

      “Is reanimation a type of dark magic?”

      “That’s what everyone assumes, but no one knows for sure. Most re-animators rarely have reason to use their gift. It’s a transient power that only lasts as long as the re-animator touches the dead subject.”

      “So I won’t be able to bring something that’s dead back to life?”

      “No. You’ll only be able to re-animate their body and pull on the tether it has to their soul long enough to get whatever information you desire. In a way, the power is almost useless.”

      “No, it’s not!” I say excitedly. “Don’t you see? If I can reanimate the werewolf that tried to kill me, we might be able to get some answers!”

      “I’m afraid that won’t work,” Shael says with a great deal of regret. “He was considered a traitor, and the werewolves deal with those who betray the pack quite viciously.”

      “He was already dead,” I point out. “What else could they possibly do to him?”

      “Eat the body,” Shael answers rather bluntly.

      “You’ve got to be joking,” I say in dismay and, quite honestly, genuine disgust. “Our only concrete lead and it got chomped on by a pack of mangy mutts?” Just my freaking luck!

      “Your plan was a good one, but since the warlock incinerated himself after he attempted to kill you, I’m afraid there isn’t anyone left to interrogate.”

      “Is Alden looking for the woman from the Destin incident?” I ask. “She seems like the most likely suspect. Her plan to kill Julian and Petru fell through. Maybe she’s trying to finish the job she started.”

      “Alden was already searching for her before the first attempt on your life occurred. When Nadia called him afterwards to file her report, Alden sent men out to comb the city for any trace of the woman’s whereabouts. We haven’t found her yet, but she’s certainly at the top of the list of suspects.”

      I turn back to look at Elliana.

      “Do you think she wants to say something to us? Maybe to her relatives?” I ask Shael.

      “I have no idea, but you can’t allow her to speak directly to her family. Then they would know what you are, and as I’ve already stated, you have to keep your ability a secret from others here.”

      Great. First, I had to keep my empathic abilities a secret, and now, I have one more ability to add to the list.

      “I could ask her while we’re here alone,” I reason. “If she has something she wants to say, we can find a way to relay the message to her loved ones.”

      Shael remains silent, and I take that as her agreeing with me.

      I reach out and place my hand on top of Elliana’s clasped ones. Once again, her eyes open and she looks at me.

      “Why do you keep bringing me back?” she moans in despair.

      “I’m sorry. Are you in any pain?” I ask.

      “Not when I am dead. This world no longer belongs to me. Please, let me go.”

      “I just wanted to know if you had anything you wanted us to tell your family. Any last words?”

      “I lived my life in such a way that those I care about felt my love for them every day we were together. I have no last words for anyone because I said all I needed to during my life.”

      “Do you think the others who gave their lives for me would want me to wake them up and ask the same question I just asked you?”

      “Do not awaken them as you have awoken me,” she begs. “We are all finally at peace and will soon be rejoined with the people who preceded us in death. Reawakening them now would only cause them to relive the pain of leaving their loved ones behind. If you truly want to honor our passing and repay us for what we did for you, allow us to slumber in the arms of the afterworld. Please, let me go.”

      I take my hand off of Elliana. Her eyes close as her soul travels back to where it was before I awoke her.

      “Sarah,” Shael says, drawing my attention back to her, “promise that you will never do that to me after I’m dead, unless you have just cause to do so.”

      “I promise I won’t,” I tell her. “Not unless I have to. And I also promise that I won’t tell anyone here what I’m able to do.”

      “I’m sure you will want to share this news with Julian, but I ask that you wait until you are back on Earth before doing so. That way we can be sure no one here will accidentally hear you.”

      I don’t like the fact that Shael is asking me to keep a secret from Julian, but I can understand her concern.

      “Okay,” I reluctantly agree, “I’ll wait to tell him until we’re back home.”

      “Good. Now, would you like me to continue to tell you about the lives of the other five healers?”

      I nod, placing my hands behind my back to ensure I don’t inadvertently touch any more of the corpses. I don’t want to disturb the peace they may have found in the afterlife. It was never my intention to hurt Elliana by bringing her back. In my attempt to do a good deed, it appears I simply made matters worse.

      By the time we finish, people begin to filter into the circular building and fill the stadium seating. I sit with Shael on the slightly raised dais, which directly faces the entrance. There are two throne chairs made of the same stone as the building with blue velvet cushions to sit on.

      I’ve always loved to people watch. Kaylee and I would sit in the Pecan Acres mall on Friday nights and observe the comings and goings of the shoppers. Even when you live in a small town, you quickly discover that you don’t know most of the people who live within its limits. I don’t know many people in Alfheim, so practically everyone who walks in is a stranger to me. It’s only when Julian, Alden, and Nadia walk into the structure that I begin to relax a bit.

      Julian and Alden are discussing something when they walk in side by side with Nadia following in behind them. I feel a sense of excitement stir my heart when I see Julian. He and Alden are dressed much like the rest of the men in the crowd. Each of them is wearing a long black jacket over pants of the same material. The cut and style of the suit reminds me of a sherwani outfit that men in India wear on special occasions. Julian fills out his outfit quite strikingly with his tall frame. I can’t stop my heart from beating a little bit faster as I watch him approach us.

      “Are you in love with your vampire?” Shael asks me bluntly in a low voice.

      I turn my attention away from Julian to look into her inquisitive, bluer-than-blue eyes. I could lie to her, but considering the fact that she witnessed my reunion with Julian when he first arrived in Alfheim, I think subterfuge at this point would be pointless.

      “Yes,” I tell her. “I love him.”

      Shael maintains her serene composure on the outside, but her worry betrays her true feelings about my love affair with Julian.

      “Perhaps we should discuss this later” is her only reply.

      “We can discuss it later, but there’s nothing you can say that will change my feelings for him,” I stubbornly inform her.

      “I realize that,” she says, looking slightly disappointed. “But giving your heart to one person doesn’t necessarily mean you can’t marry another, especially when such a marriage can bring about peace to your people.”

      “I’m not sure how things work in this world of yours,” I tell her. “But back home, you normally marry the person you’re in love with.”

      “As I said,” Shael replies with a tight-lipped smile, “we should discuss this at another time and in a more private setting.”

      She turns her head away from me and continues to watch the people who enter the building.

      While Julian, Alden, and Nadia continue to make their way across to us, I notice two men enter the building who are not dressed entirely in black. Even if they weren’t wearing dark red coats with some sort of gold embroidery on the left side, the pair would be hard to miss in a crowd. The older man is tall with short hair that’s a mixture of light and dark gray tones. Even from a distance, his gaze is piercing as he looks over at Shael and me. The man nods his head to my aunt in a silent greeting, and Shael reciprocates the gesture but doesn’t crack a smile.

      The younger man of the pair looks to be close to my age, perhaps a year or two older. He has short brown hair and a day’s growth of a beard on his face. Unlike the older gentleman beside him, this man doesn’t look at Shael at all. He looks directly at me and holds my gaze. An appreciative smile spreads his lips as he nods his head to me in greeting. Not to be unnecessarily rude, I nod my head also, which seems to please him a great deal, because he then proceeds to wink at me. I don’t necessarily need to ask who the men are because I already have a guess, but it’s always better to get confirmation.

      “Is that Galan and Aron Firestorm?” I ask Shael.

      “Yes. Their lands are adjacent to ours, so they arrived ahead of schedule for tomorrow night’s ball.”

      “Did they come early because they want to check me out?”

      Shael looks over at me. “Very astute, Sarah. That would be my guess as well.”

      “Are they our enemies?”

      Shael sighs. “I’m not sure I would use the term enemies. They’re more like our competition. They keep trying to woo our mages away by promising them wealth and fame.”

      “Most people would accept an offer like that.”

      “Perhaps they would on Earth, but here loyalty is what’s treasured above all else. I am loyal to my people, and they are loyal to me. We provide our mages with a reasonable income for their services, but we don’t place their needs above anyone else’s.”

      “Julian once told me it’s been a hundred years since the last war here. Do you see another one on the horizon, or is that part of your history over?”

      “I’m not a fortune-teller, Sarah. I can’t see into the future. Peace is a tenuous accord between the houses. For all I know, we could be embroiled in a war tomorrow for some reason I can’t foresee. Right now, we all get along, and I’m grateful for that small miracle.”

      “What is this talk of war?” Alden asks as he, Julian, and Nadia step into the royal box.

      Alden walks over to stand beside Shael’s chair while Julian and Nadia stand beside mine.

      I look over at Julian and am unable to prevent an admiring smile. I would tell him how dashing he looks, but considering the reason we’re all here, I don’t feel it’s appropriate.

      My attention is drawn away from Julian to the center floor where a blonde woman dressed in snow white robes seems to have appeared out of nowhere. At least I missed her entrance somehow.

      “Citizens of House Moonshade and venerable guests,” she says in a voice as sweet and smooth as honey. “I welcome you all to the farewell ceremony of these six brave souls. They will be forever missed by us all, but more so by their family and friends.” The woman walks over to Elliana’s body first, but I use the term “walk” loosely. Her movements are more fluid than that. It’s almost as if she’s gliding through the air, instead of making contact with the ground beneath her feet. “Elliana Goodearth was a pillar of your magical community. She and the others gave their lives to ensure that House Moonshade’s heir could live and provide you with the wisdom of her leadership for many years to come.”

      Wow, no pressure there. I can already feel sweat pop out across my brow at just the thought of such responsibility. It doesn’t help that almost everyone in the building is now looking in my direction, including the woman who seems to be in charge of this ceremony.

      “Elliana Goodearth,” the woman continues, thankfully drawing back everyone’s attention to herself, “left behind a legacy with not only her good works but also with her family. As is our tradition, each of the fallen’s loved ones will be given an opportunity to stand and share their fondest memories of those we say good-bye to tonight. I am told Ana Goodearth, Elliana’s eldest daughter, will be speaking on behalf of her family this evening. Please, Ana, share with us the most memorable moments you had with your mother.”

      A woman who looks to be in her late fifties rises from her seat in the stadium and walks down to stand by the body of her mother.

      She begins to tell us her earliest memory of Elliana, and this begins the first of six farewell speeches made about the people who gave up so much to ensure that I lived. It takes about an hour for the first five families to recount the lives of their loved ones, and I have to say that I’m thankful for all that they share with us. By the end, I feel as though I know the healers a little bit better and can appreciate the legacy each of them left behind.

      The final speech is given by the son of the healer named Galather Windfree.

      Galather’s son begins his farewell speech much like all the others: with a recount of his first memory of his father. He then proceeds to tell us one of his best memories of Galather. It’s only toward the end of his speech that I begin to worry. He turns a scathing gaze toward Shael and me, and I can literally see the heat of hatred burning deeply in his eyes.

      “I never thought in all the time my father served the queen so loyally that she,” he says, pointing an accusing finger directly at Shael, “would place the value of his life beneath that of someone else’s.”

      Quite a few shocked gasps can be heard throughout the building, mine included. I’ve been shielding my empathic skills from most of the people at the funeral because I feared I might become overwhelmed by their collective sorrow. Now, I let my shield down far enough to sense exactly how dangerous the man in front of us is.

      He’s filled with an all-consuming rage that’s about to boil over into catastrophe if he doesn’t calm down soon.

      “How could you ask a man who has served you all of your life to die just so your niece could live?” he questions heatedly. “She’s a stranger! We don’t even know if she’ll accept her birthright. For all we know, she could be just as selfish and single-minded as her father was!”

      His derogatory tone and words about my father begin to stoke the embers of rage inside my own heart. I can handle people talking about me, but don’t even think about attacking a member of my family, dead or alive.

      Shael stands from her seat to address the man.

      “Corym,” she says in a calm and even tone as she addresses him by name, “I realize you’re upset right now, and that you aren’t thinking clearly.”

      “Oh, I’m thinking clearer than I have in a long, long time!” he contends.

      “You may believe you are,” Shael continues, “but it seems obvious to me and those gathered here this evening that you’re allowing your grief to do all of the talking. Your father volunteered to save the princess’s life because he believed it was the right thing to do. All I did was gather the healers together and ask them what could be done to save her. They were the ones who came up with the solution, and they were the ones who decided her life was worth sacrificing their own for.”

      “So are you saying I should blame my father for his own death?” Corym asks incredulously.

      “I am saying,” Shael continues calmly, “that your father and the others were allowed to decide their own fate. I did not ask them to die for Sarah. They volunteered.”

      “How could he not?” he questions heatedly. “Do you honestly think any of them would have been able to face you again if they simply chose to save their own lives instead of hers? She’s the next legitimate heir, for goodness’s sake!”

      “And do you believe that any of them would have done anything less no matter who it was they were saving? If Sarah had been anyone else in this room, whether noble born or regular citizen, would the outcome have been any different?”

      I can tell Shael’s questions are causing Corym to rethink his argument. His anger ebbs like a tide heading out to sea, but it roars back to life seconds later like a wave crashing against the water’s edge again.

      “You could have stopped them, and we would only be saying farewell to one person here instead of six,” he says, looking away from Shael and directly toward me. The heat of his rage soon manifests itself into a physical form. Corym raises his left hand toward me and screams the word “Eldklot!”

      After that, everything happens so fast my mind doesn’t have time to comprehend the next few seconds until they’re over.

      With Corym’s utterance of a word I have never heard before, a large ball of fire shoots out from his hand, like a bullet shot from a gun that is aimed directly at my head. Within what has to be less than a millisecond, Julian places his body between mine and the orange ball of fire meant to kill me. I hear him grunt and see him bend forward at the waist before falling to the stone floor at my feet. In the same instant, Nadia yanks me out of my chair and presses my back against the three-foot high stone wall at the front of the royal seating box. I hear Alden yell for Shael to take cover right before he catapults himself over the short wall, presumably to stop Corym from firing another fireball in our direction. In reality, all of this takes place within three seconds, but it feels more like three minutes.

      I look over and see Julian lying on the ground with his arms tightly clutched around his midsection. He doesn’t utter a sound, but it’s obvious he’s in pain. I make a move to crawl over to him, but Nadia presses my shoulders back against the wall.

      “Don’t move!” she orders. “Julian will survive. Let Alden and the other guards contain the threat first.”

      I’m about to argue with her when another fireball sails through the air directly over my head. It takes about five long seconds before we hear Alden call out that it’s safe for us to stand.

      I don’t stand. I crawl the short distance to Julian and turn him over onto his back.

      “Stupid mages and their fire spells,” he tries to joke as he looks up at me. He might be attempting to make light of the situation, but I can hear the pain he’s experiencing all too well in the gravelly tone of his voice.

      “What can I do to help you?” I ask. “Do you need some of my blood to heal faster?”

      “Absolutely not,” Nadia whispers as she joins us. “You can’t do that in front of everyone here. They won’t understand.”

      “What’s to understand?” I ask heatedly. “He’s a vampire, and I’m his companion. He needs my blood to survive. The concept is pretty damn simple!”

      “Sarah,” I hear Julian say in a slightly chastising voice, “I’m fine. All I need is for you to stay with me. Injuries from magic take a little longer to heal than normal wounds. That’s all.”

      I instantly feel ashamed for the way I just spoke to Nadia. All she was trying to do was protect me from ridicule by those still inside the building. I suppose you never can tell who’s watching your every move and ready to use your weaknesses against you in some nefarious way. If I had one vulnerability, it was certainly Julian. I would give my life to save his, if it didn’t mean he would share the same fate.

      Alden hops back over the short wall and kneels in front of Shael.

      “Are you hurt?” he immediately asks, quickly doing a scan with his eyes to check for any injury to the queen. Yet I sense something else from Alden that I hadn’t before. Since I can’t use my empathic abilities on him, I’m simply going by the look in his eyes and the expression on his face as he looks at my aunt.

      Alden Highborn is in love with Queen Shael.

      “I’m fine,” Shael assures him, placing a comforting hand on one of his arms. “He was only mad at me. I wasn’t his primary target.”

      I learn another truth in that instant. The secret identity of the person Shael gave her heart to is Alden. Why in the world is Shael denying them the happiness that marriage would give them both? If it’s just the fact that she can’t bear children, I think she needs to get over it. Or can a queen marry anyone she wants? Are there rules? I have no idea, but if I intend to marry Julian one day, I guess I better find out.

      “Corym has been taken to the constable station. We’ll hold him there until we can figure out what to do with him once he cools down,” Alden says. “Right now, I believe it would be best if we all went back to the castle and stayed in for the rest of the evening.”

      Alden stands and helps the queen rise from her spot.

      I look over at Julian when I catch a glimpse of him sitting up out of the corner of my eye.

      “Do you feel well enough to move?” I ask him, looking down at his stomach. There’s a large hole burnt into his suit that gives me a clear view of his torso. The skin there still looks red and raw, but since I expected to see the insides of his intestines instead, I’m pleased with how fast he’s healing.

      “It barely hurts now,” he reassures me. “Let’s get you somewhere safe. Then we can all discuss what Alden discovered today back in New Orleans.”

      Julian quickly stands to his feet so he can help me up.

      As we all walk out of the structure, I notice the woman in white is still standing by the bodies as if she’s waiting on something to happen.

      “Do you bury your dead here?” I ask Nadia as we walk back to the castle.

      “The Valkyrie will cremate the bodies to break the last tether of their souls to this plain of existence,” she tells me.

      I immediately stop walking, which brings everyone else to a standstill.

      “Did you just say Valkyrie?” I ask, wondering if I heard her wrong.

      “Yes,” Nadia replies, looking uncertain as to why I’m questioning her choice of words. “That’s what I said.”

      “You mean you let me walk right past a real-life Valkyrie without touching her?” I exclaim. “You should have told me that’s what she was!”

      “Well, you didn’t ask,” Nadia points out. “How am I supposed to know what you do and don’t know about our world?”

      “That’s easy. Just assume that I don’t know anything.”

      “It’s becoming blatantly obvious to me that you don’t,” she scoffs. “If you did, you would know that you should never touch a Valkyrie without her permission.”

      “Uh, why not?”

      “One touch from them can kill you instantly,” she explains. “So, the next time you see one, don’t run up and give her a hug. It might be the last thing you ever do.”

      “Good to know,” I admit. “The robe she was wearing, was that to hide her wings?”

      “Sorry to disappoint, but they don’t actually have wings, just like your angels don’t have wings.”

      “Wait, are you telling me angels are real too?” I ask in disbelief.

      Nadia just shakes her head at me like I’m the saddest human she’s ever had the misfortune to be responsible for. Odds are, I’m the only human she’s ever had to watch over.

      “And here I thought all I would have to teach you are our ways. I guess I’m going to have to straighten you out on a few Earth things too.”

      “Ladies,” Alden says to us, “although I find your banter fascinating, I would rather you had this discussion somewhere safer. Now please, children, let’s all play nice and go back inside the castle before some other disgruntled relative of the fallen decides to kill the queen or the princess.”

      I feel properly chastised and begin to follow behind Shael and Alden like a scolded child.

      Julian gingerly grabs my hand closest to him and twines his fingers with mine. I look in his direction and see him wink at me. At least one person present can appreciate my natural curiosity about things.

      Wow, Valkyries and angels are real. Who knew? Everyone surrounding me apparently. I begin to feel overwhelmed by how much I don’t know but also excited by the prospect of learning more about not only Alfheim, but my own world too.
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      Once we make it back inside the safety of the castle, it’s decided that we should all go up to my suite of rooms. I’m eager to learn what Alden found out about the attacks on my life back on Earth. The fact that three people have tried to kill me in just as many days doesn’t make me feel very loved.

      Loved …

      Oh crap!

      “I need to call Kaylee,” I tell Julian as soon as we walk into the sitting room of my suite. “She must be worried sick about me!”

      “Don’t worry,” Julian says, placing a gentle hand on my back to calm me down. “When you were brought here, I called her and told her that I was whisking you off on a surprise visit to one of my hotels in Europe. That’s where she thinks you are right now.”

      “Is she okay? Has she had any problems with the pregnancy? I need to get back there. She might need me.”

      “She’s fine,” Julian reassures me. “I’m sure it’ll be safe to go back home soon, and then you can go see her. Until then, I think we need to focus on figuring out who is trying to kill us and why.”

      I nod. “I know you’re right. I just hate flaking out on her like this.”

      “You are a lot of things, but you are most certainly not a flake,” Julian says with an amused smile. “Now, let’s sit down and Alden can tell you what he told me earlier.”

      Three white couches are arranged in a U shape in the middle of the room. Julian and I sit on the middle one while Nadia and Shael sit on the one to our left. Alden remains standing as he tells us what he was able to discover back home about my attackers.

      “Both Damien, the pack leader of the New Orleans werewolves, and Ryker, the high priest of the warlocks there, gave us permission to search the residences of each of your would-be assassins,” he says. “We didn’t exactly find anything in their homes, but we were able to find a connection that ties them both together.”

      “What kind of connection?” I ask.

      “Each of them liked to browse the dark web.”

      “Dark web?” I question. “Isn’t that a secret part of the Internet where perverts go to search for child pornography?”

      “It also plays host to a large number of other nefarious businesses.”

      “What were these two looking for on it?” Shael asks.

      “Work, apparently. We found that they both went to a special posting that was made on a site that is tailored to pair people who want someone killed with mercenaries for hire. We tried to access the site they went to for a particular job, but the link was no longer active. Our guess is that whoever put a hit out on your life felt confident that the people who were hired to do the job would succeed.”

      “Does that mean there might be others out there who still might try to kill me?” I ask.

      “It’s quite possible,” Alden concedes, looking regretful to be the bearer of such bad news. “But we were able to find a lead on their cell phones. They both had the same number call them the day before the first attempt on your life. Since neither of them knew each other, it’s reasonable to assume that they didn’t share the same circle of friends or business associates. We have someone trying to find out whose number it is so we can track the caller down.”

      “If this person was smart enough to know how to hire assassins on the dark web,” Julian says, “they were probably smart enough to know to use a burner phone.”

      “Perhaps,” Alden concedes, “but it’s the only traceable lead we have at the moment.”

      “I was really hoping you had more information than this,” I admit, unable to keep myself from sounding as disappointed as I am.

      “I was too,” Alden admits. “But at least we have a clue to follow. We’ll just have to see how far it takes us and go from there.”

      There’s a moment of dead silence in the room before Shael stands, causing us all to rise to our feet in the queen’s presence.

      “I’m feeling somewhat weary from this evening’s events,” she says. “I hope you will all excuse me, but I need to retire to my own suite to replenish my strength for tomorrow’s festivities. Sarah,” she says, looking at me, “would you mind if I took Viktor to my room for the night? It feels like it’s been forever since he and I were together last.”

      I really don’t want to know what Shael and Viktor might do in her bedroom tonight, and I pray she never feels the need to tell me.

      “That’s fine. He’s welcome to stay with you for as long as you want while I’m here.”

      “Thank you,” she says, picking up a meowing Viktor from the couch. “I’ll see you all in the morning then.”

      Shael walks out the door with Alden following not too far behind her.

      “Will I ever have an advisor who stays as close to me as Alden does to the queen?” I ask Nadia.

      My protector looks at me strangely before answering, “He’s her sentinel. Of course he stays close to her. That’s his job.”

      “Oh,” I say in surprise, “I didn’t know he was part of the Valengard too.”

      “You didn’t notice the ring on his right hand? The gold one with the sunstone?”

      I shake my head. “No, I guess I never paid much attention to his hands. Do only sentinels get those rings?”

      “Yes. If you choose me to be your sentinel, you’ll give me a ring just like it one day too.”

      “Well, who else would I choose?” I ask. “You’re the only Valengard I actually know.”

      “True,” she replies with an unapologetic smile. “I guess that means you’re stuck with me. Though, if anyone catches your eye tomorrow when we visit the academy, you’re within your rights to appoint them instead.”

      “We’re going to the academy?” I ask, excited by the prospect. “What for exactly?”

      “The royal jewels are kept in one of the towers there. The queen wants me to take you so you can pick out a crown to wear to the ball.”

      “How many crowns are there?”

      “Around one hundred. Each ruler is able to design their own crowns after they ascend to the throne. In the meantime, you will be allowed to wear any of the crowns of the rulers who preceded you.”

      “Are there other family jewels kept at the academy?”

      “Why?” Nadia asks, looking suspicious of my motives. “Are you planning to take some home with you as a souvenir?”

      “No!” I reply, completely offended by her question. “I’m not a thief. I thought you would have known me better than that by now.”

      “I’m sorry,” she apologizes. “I’m just hardwired to assume the worst in people. I know you wouldn’t steal from your own family.”

      “Good. Give me the benefit of the doubt before you go accusing me of something that didn’t even cross my mind.”

      “I said I was sorry,” Nadia says again, looking irritated for having to repeat her apology.

      “I think everyone is a little cranky right now,” Julian says to us both. “Why don’t you ladies get some sleep so we can have a good day tomorrow?”

      “That’s probably a good idea. If you need me, I’ll be in my room,” Nadia says, pointing to a set of double doors on the opposite side of the sitting area from my own bedroom.

      “I think we’ll be fine,” I tell her.

      As soon as Nadia is gone, Julian brings me into his arms and practically devours my mouth. The silky smooth texture of his tongue against mine and the sweet taste of his kiss makes me curl my toes inside my shoes.

      When he pulls away, I immediately say, “You can’t just kiss me like that and walk away. What in the world could you possibly need right now more than me?”

      The look of hunger etched in his eyes tells me exactly what he needs: my blood.

      “I had planned to wait until we went back home before feeding again,” he tells me with heavy breaths, “but I don’t think I can hold myself back that long.”

      “Well, of course you need my blood,” I’m quick to say, taking one of his hands and practically dragging him to my bedroom. “You saved my life. I’m sure having to regenerate an injury like that took most of the energy you had left. I don’t know why you wanted to wait until we got back home anyway.”

      “It just doesn’t feel right feeding off of you while we’re here,” he tells me as we step into my bedroom.

      “Well, you need to get over your uneasiness. I’m afraid we’ll end up spending a lot of time here in the future.”

      While I begin to disrobe, Julian simply stands back and watches my movements unabashedly.

      “One of these days,” he says with an appreciative smile, “I hope to take advantage of you stripping for me in a more pleasurable way.”

      I sigh. “I know. I’m so tired I’ll probably end up falling asleep after you feed, which does neither of us any good in the sex department.”

      Julian chuckles as he begins to take off his ruined jacket and undershirt.

      “It’s just as well,” he says, tossing the damaged clothing onto the back of one of the wooden chairs by the small dining table. “I would rather wait until we’re back home to make love to you for the first time. I’m not sure what it is about this place that makes me feel so uncomfortable, but I can’t seem to shake it for some reason.”

      “We’ll be able to go back home soon,” I assure Julian. “Alden is doing his best to find out who’s trying to kill us. I have full faith that he’ll be able to find a solution to our predicament. He doesn’t seem like someone who fails at much in his life.”

      “I agree.”

      “Now, come,” I say, standing in front of Julian dressed in only my bra and panties. “I can see how hungry you are.”

      Julian slips his shiny black dress shoes off and accepts my hand.

      I walk us over to the bed and lie down on it. Still having a firm grip on Julian’s hand, I yank him down rather forcefully until he’s lying on top of me.

      “How about a little foreplay first?” I ask, or is it order? It can be hard to tell the difference sometimes. “I mean, I am giving you my blood, after all. It seems only right that I get a little something pleasurable in return.”

      Julian’s pleased smile tells me I’ve said exactly the right thing.

      “Will you always be this bossy during our life together?” he inquires.

      “Bossy?” I say in mock indignation. “I’m simply a woman who knows what she wants, and right now I want to feel the man I love kiss me until I can’t think straight. Is that so wrong?”

      “No,” he replies huskily, “it’s absolutely right.”

      Julian kisses me like a starving man, which isn’t far from the truth. The slight pressure of his mouth on mine speaks not only of the restraint he’s using to hold himself back from feeding, but also his carnal desire for me. I don’t know how he does it, but every stroke of his hand against my skin and every delectable movement of his mouth against mine makes me lose contact with the world around us. All I can feel, taste, smell, hear, and want is him.

      I lift my hands and bury my fingers in the thickness of his hair, sliding them through its silky softness and pressing his head ever so slightly closer to mine. I want Julian to know that he can kiss me harder if he wants. I’m not that breakable. He complies by deepening our kiss until I can barely draw air into my lungs, but I don’t want him to stop. I feel more alive in this moment than I ever have in my whole entire life.

      When I feel Julian’s hands cup my breasts, I curse myself for not having the forethought to take my bra off before we started our play. Although I quickly learn that the sheer material isn’t a fortified barrier that can’t be broken through. I feel Julian’s hands grip the top edges of each cup and give an effortless tug to rend the puny fabric in two and release my breasts for his further exploration.

      Julian’s mouth leaves mine, causing me to gasp in disappointment, but it gives me an opportunity to breathe in some much needed air. I moan in despair over the loss but soon discover Julian’s plans are simply to exchange one pleasurable experience for another. The moment he begins to suckle on one breast while continuing to tease its twin with his fingers, I forget how to breathe and have to remind myself that my body can’t survive on pleasure alone.

      With my fingers still buried in his thick mane, I grip his strands tightly as my breathing becomes more ragged. When he begins to tease my nipple between his teeth, I lose control of my voice and call out his name, begging him over and over again not to stop. I’ve only had one other lover in my life, but I can safely say that he never made me orgasm by kissing only my breasts. Perhaps it was lack of experience on my previous lover’s part. Julian has, after all, had four hundred years of practice to learn how to pleasure a woman’s body. I can’t say I like thinking about him being with those nameless women, but in their way, they helped make him into the man he is today. How can I complain about that?

      When Julian slides his mouth across the valley between my breasts to lavish my other one with the same adoration, he slides one of his hands down over my rib cage and across the sensitive flesh of my belly. The moment I feel his fingers touch the lacey edge of my panties, I smile because I know exactly what’s coming next. As his hand slips underneath the thin material, I hold my breath, waiting for his first touch. When he slides his middle finger between my folds to lay across the center of me, I begin to repeat his name like a litany. I expect to feel him glide his finger along the sensitive mound of flesh, but he does something totally unexpected. His finger begins to vibrate instead, causing ripples of pleasure to consume what modesty I have left.

      I begin to shout his name, God’s name, and a few choice expletives that I didn’t even realize were within my vocabulary at the top of my lungs. As the pleasure builds to a point where I can’t possibly take anymore without completely losing myself forever, my body involuntarily jerks as I feel myself dive headfirst into a lake of warm, eternal bliss that cascades over my body as it drifts languidly onto a sunbaked shore that warms my skin and breathes new life into my soul. Julian’s finger stops vibrating, but his gentle strokes help bring me down out of the clouds slowly.

      “How …” I begin, but find that my mouth is too dry to continue until I swallow “… did you do that?”

      “You’ve seen how fast I can move,” he whispers, kissing my chest as he slips his hand out of my panties. “I can move any part of my body fast enough to vibrate.”

      I clamp my hands on either side of Julian’s head and make him look up at me so I can see his eyes when I ask excitedly, “Any part of your body?”

      He smiles. “Any part, Sarah.”

      “You do realize I may never let you leave this bed until you prove it to me, right?”

      Julian raises up until his mouth covers mine. When his tongue darts in to touch my own, I feel him prove to me that he can, in fact, move any part of him fast enough for it to vibrate.

      “Oh …” I say when he stops kissing me. “My …” I exhale in utter shock. “God … How did any of your other lovers ever let you get out of their beds?”

      Julian continues to smile down at me and chuckles at what I can only assume is a look of complete and utter astonishment on my face.

      “Truthfully,” he says, “I did have to compel a few of them to forget having ever met me. Some of the women became obsessed to the point that they couldn’t function in their everyday lives.”

      “Can you blame them?” I ask. “I would stalk you too. You’re like every woman’s wet dream come to life!”

      Julian leans down and whispers in my ear, “Well, I certainly seem to be able to make you wet. You were ready for me even before I touched you there.”

      As he begins to kiss the edges of my ear lobe and work his way down the side of my neck, I reply, “Just one look from you seems to be enough to do the trick.”

      Julian moves his body until he’s straddling my hips with his. I feel his mouth venture to his favorite spot on the base of my neck.

      “I can’t wait any longer, Sarah,” he moans before testing the flesh with the edges of his teeth.

      “You don’t have to wait,” I tell him, sliding my fingers through his hair once again and pressing his mouth more firmly against my skin. “Drink, Julian. Take all of me that you need.”

      Julian doesn’t need a second invitation.

      I wince slightly as his jaw tightens and his teeth pierce my flesh. As he draws out my blood, I feel thankful that I’m able to repay him in this small way for saving my life earlier. Sure, he was saving his own life too, but that’s not why Julian jumped in front of me to block the fireball. Julian’s motivation stemmed from love, not self-preservation. I’m not sure what those attending the farewell ceremony thought of his sacrifice, but hopefully they recognized his act as one of bravery and not just selfishness. If I’ve learned anything about my vampire companion, it’s the fact that Julian tends to place the needs of others above his own. Very few people, no matter what race they may be, can claim to possess such a noble characteristic.

      As Julian continues to drink my blood to replenish his wasted reserves, I begin to feel my tiredness consume what’s left of my energy. When I close my eyes, I feel my body drift off to the land of Nod and my mind looking forward to a bright and gloriously new day.
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      When I wake up, I do so to the smell of freshly baked pancakes, bacon, and coffee. I open my eyes to a room filled with bright and cheery sunshine.

      “Good morning,” Nadia says to me a bit more merrily than I would have thought possible from her.

      I find her sitting alone at the small table in the room where a banquet of food can be found awaiting my consumption. Nadia is cutting up a stack of pancakes on her plate with a fork and knife. Apparently, she didn’t feel the need to wait for me to awaken before she started eating. It’s just as well. I’ll probably be through with my meal before she takes her last bite of breakfast.

      But first, I need to find some clothes to put on. I’m still only wearing my panties underneath the bedcovers.

      “The servants brought you some clothes to wear today and to the ball tonight,” she tells me, almost like she just read my mind. “They’re hanging in the closet.”

      I scoot over to the other side of the bed and walk as quickly into the closet as I can.

      I find a soft bone-colored asymmetrical sweater and slim black pants hanging next to a beautiful chiffon dress. The gown is maroon in color with a stitched-in crystalline belt around the waist. I pull the sweater and pants off their hangers and begin to open some of the built-in drawers to search for a new pair of underwear. Luckily, whoever brought in the clothes did indeed remember that I needed undergarments too. I pull out a white bra and pantie set and begin to dress. I find a pair of tan ankle boots to put on and walk out of the closet fully clothed.

      “You know,” Nadia says, sitting back in her chair as she watches me approach the table, “I had no clue you could yell so loudly.”

      I’m positive my cheeks turn a bright shade of red as I sit down in the chair directly across from her at the table. How exactly am I supposed to respond to her comment?

      “Well,” I say as I reach for a fluffy croissant, “maybe you should just be thankful I didn’t have to use our safety word last night.”

      Nadia lets out something between a snort and a laugh. “Yes, I am thankful for that small miracle.”

      After I down my first croissant, I reach for another. “So where is Julian this morning? Did you run him out of my room?”

      “No,” she replies, looking slightly offended by my question. “When I came in with the servants, he asked me if I wanted to go spar with him for some exercise. I told him I couldn’t leave you, but I suggested he go over to the academy. They normally do their physical combat classes during the morning session. One of the guards took him over. I told him we’d meet him there after you ate.”

      “Are you planning to give us a tour of the school grounds, or are we just going over there to look at the royal jewels and leave?”

      “I thought I would show you around a bit, if that’s all right with you. We don’t have much else to do until this evening.”

      “A tour would be nice, but right now, I’m starving, so don’t take offense if I don’t say much in the next few minutes. If you want to ask me something, make it a yes or no kind of question so all I have to do is move my head to answer.”

      Nadia holds up her hands. “Far be it from me to interrupt your eating ritual. The sooner you eat, the sooner we can start our day.”

      As I predicted earlier, I do indeed eat all the food on the table before Nadia finishes her plate of pancakes and two slices of bacon.

      With a full belly, I sigh in contentment and tell Nadia, “Let’s go. I don’t like being separated from Julian for too long.”

      She stands from her chair and waits for me to walk up to her side before leaving my suite.

      As we walk down the hallway toward the elevator, Nadia asks, “I got the feeling from Julian this morning that he needed to get rid of some pent-up energy. Considering the noise that came from your room last night, I would have thought he got plenty of exercise with you.”

      “Last night was a little one-sided,” I admit. Now that I think about it, I probably should have offered to return the pleasurable favor to Julian. Yet, taking into account how hungry he was, I don’t think he would have accepted my offer anyway.

      “Oh,” Nadia replies, looking confused. “I thought for sure the two of you finally consummated your relationship. It was nice of him to do that for you. To be frank, I can’t say any man I’ve been with has ever made me scream like that.”

      “Sister, me neither,” I say in wonder of all the unselfish pleasure Julian shared with me the night before. Just thinking about it is starting to make my heart beat two times faster.

      “We need to get off this subject,” I tell her as we step into the elevator and she presses the button to take us down to the bottom floor. “So, I presume the academy is within walking distance?”

      “Yes, it’s on the palace grounds.”

      “Is there a reason for that?” I ask, finding it odd that a school would be so close to the castle.

      “The early rulers of House Moonshade wisely decided that having the students so close to them would foster a healthy loyalty between this house and the future guardians of Alfheim. It’s a strategy that’s worked for many years. Shael herself goes there quite often to visit with the students. Almost every graduate from Valengard Academy vies for a position in House Moonshade. Shael only accepts five new guards a year. So to be selected by her is a great honor.”

      When we walk outside, I involuntarily raise my hand to shield myself from the sun’s brightness. We start out on the same pathway as Shael and I did the night before, but instead of keeping straight on the trail we’re on, Nadia veers off to the right down a branching path.

      “I assume being given the opportunity to become a sentinel for the next queen is an even harder thing to accomplish,” I say.

      “It wasn’t easy to get to where I am,” she admits. “I had to give up a lot in order to make it happen.”

      “Like what?”

      “A life of my own,” she replies, turning her head away from me slightly. I presume it’s so I can’t see her expression.

      “And if you could turn back time to do it all over again,” I say, “would you make the same decisions?”

      “If I was able to retain the knowledge that I have now, no. I would do things differently. But if I went back not having a clue how my life would turn out, I’m sure I would end up making the same choices. I was arrogant and foolish when I graduated from the academy. I thought I was honoring my father’s legacy when all I really did was make even worse mistakes than he did. At least he found a way to have a life and a family. I can’t seem to do either.”

      “Then why do you stay here, Nadia?” I ask in exasperation. “If you would be happier building a family of your own, shouldn’t you be working toward that goal instead?”

      “It would be pointless. I can’t have the man I love. He’s out of my reach now. Listen, I appreciate the fact that you’re trying to get to know me better, but I would rather change the subject. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      “All right,” I say, not wishing to push Nadia to share more than she’s ready to.

      We walk in silence for a while, and I try to take in the scenery around us.

      The castle grounds have the greenest grass I’ve ever seen. As we pass by a small lake, I notice a tree growing smack dab in the center of it. The base of the trunk emerges from the water completely whole, but about five feet up, it splits into two equally large limbs that come back together a few feet up to form what looks like a heart shape in the middle of the trunk.

      “Do you have trees here that form shapes like that naturally?” I ask Nadia, nodding my head to the tree in the lake.

      “No,” she replies with a touch of sadness in her voice. “One of your ancestors cast a spell to make that tree.”

      “Any reason why?”

      “His daughter drowned in that lake. He erected it so that she would always be remembered.”

      “That’s so sad and sweet at the same time.”

      The story is a reminder that I don’t know anything about my family’s history or about the rulers who had to keep House Moonshade intact through various wars. I’m sure I can learn a great deal from their lives, and I hope to one day have the time to study how they all handled the pressure of ruling the people within their care.

      As we pass through a grove of trees with yellow and maroon-colored leaves, I get my first glimpse of Valengard Academy.

      “It’s as huge as the castle,” I say in surprise.

      For some reason, I had a regular Earth-type of school in mind when I pictured the academy, not something that rivaled Hogwarts in size and beauty. The building is basically shaped like a U with the center dominated by stone steps leading up to the entrance. The academy’s outer façade is composed of a mixture of light brown, verging on tan, bricks, while the various turrets and taller towers are constructed with roughhewn stone to act as accent points. The roof of the structure is composed of maroon ceramic tiles, for the most part, while the roofs of the various towers are constructed of sheets of brass with tall spires stretching toward the sky. In front of the academy is a large man-made pond with four evenly spaced spouting water fountains. It effectively splits the path leading up to the academy in two, forcing you to make a choice as to which side of the fountain you have to walk along.

      “It has to be large,” Nadia says as she gazes with pride at her alma mater, “since twenty-five children are brought here per year, and they all stay here for eleven years. That’s a minimum of 275 students at any given time. Plus, the heads of each house like to send their children here to study, so that number can reach upwards of 300. Then, if you add in the faculty who live on the premises, the classrooms, training rooms, kitchens, and dormitories, a lot of space is needed.”

      “And a lot of money to keep it all running too,” I note. “Who pays the bill?”

      “All of the houses chip in, but since Moonshade and Firestorm are the richest, they shoulder most of the cost.”

      “How exactly does House Moonshade make money?”

      “Various enterprises. We own several manufacturing plants and farms. Those are the main money makers. Our mages also provide services to whomever is willing to pay their fees, and a portion of their earnings go to the house’s coffers.”

      “Like an income tax?”

      “I suppose you could think of it like that, but none of them are obligated to give up any of their earnings, if they don’t want to. It’s strictly on a volunteer basis.”

      “Why would they give money to the house if they don’t have to?”

      “They do it because they know Shael is a responsible leader and would never waste their earnings on anything frivolous. Any money that is donated goes directly into a special fund that supports families who are experiencing hardships. Many of our elderly can’t take care of themselves and are provided for free of charge in a very nice retirement community. That’s one of the reasons people come to House Moonshade. They know that no matter what might happen in their lives, they’ll have someone there to either help them get back on their feet or take care of them when they no longer can. You don’t get that kind of guarantee in any other house here in Alfheim.”

      That definitely put things into perspective. I wondered why people loved it here so much. Shael was nice, but folks don’t normally entrust their lives and the welfare of their children to people just because they’re polite.

      When we step inside the academy, I immediately notice two grand stone staircases on either side of the entryway curving up to the second floor. Students are milling about when we first enter, but one by one, they begin to notice me within their midst. They look a lot like deer caught in the headlights—uncertain about how they should act in my presence.

      “Where are your manners?” Nadia demands of them. “Did they teach you nothing in royal etiquette class? You bow or curtsy when you encounter royalty!”

      Nadia’s oh-so-not-subtle prodding leads the students to remember their manners and do as she told them to. The only problem is … I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do in return. I decide to act regal and just stand there, nodding my head to them in greeting. It seems to be the correct response since Nadia doesn’t chastise me too.

      “Now, move along,” Nadia tells the children. “The princess is here for a visit, so don’t be surprised if you see her walking in the hallways or visiting your classrooms. Just remember your manners, or I’ll tell Professor Greentree that you all need to stay here over the weekend and take some extra lessons from her!”

      The threat seems to be one none of the students want Nadia to follow through with. They bow and curtsy again before leaving my presence.

      “Royal etiquette class?” I ask. “Is that something that’s actually taught here?”

      “Where else would they learn it?” Nadia questions. “A lot of these kids are from farming or manufacturing communities. Neither of them are environments conducive to learning how to act around royalty.”

      “So, how are the children from each house chosen to come here?” I ask as we make our way through the entryway and down a long hallway toward a pair of glass doors.

      “When children turn seven, they take a written and oral exam to estimate their intellectual acuity. They’re also subjected to various physical trials to see whether or not they can endure the training done here and to determine whether they have the proper strength and agility to handle combat. If they pass all of those, they’re allowed to take the final test.”

      I wait for Nadia to tell me what the final assessment is, but when she isn’t forthcoming with the information freely, I ask, “And what does the final test consist of?”

      Nadia glances in my direction, looking hesitant to answer. I don’t get the feeling she doesn’t want to tell me. It’s more like she just doesn’t want to say it for her own reasons.

      “They make the candidate face their worst fear,” she finally answers.

      “And how do they do that?” I’m almost afraid to ask.

      “Certain mages can enter your mind and make you believe you’re experiencing something when it’s really only your imagination at work.”

      “Well, that sounds scary,” I say with a slight shiver. There’s no way I would want someone playing around inside my head, forcing me to have experiences that aren’t real.

      “It’s not quite as bad as it sounds,” Nadia is quick to tell me. “Sometimes people need to relive certain experiences, and mind mages help them retrieve the memories. Anyway, the experience is meant to test whether or not a candidate can face their fear. You don’t have to solve the problem, just face it and not run away.”

      “And that’s how students who come here have always been chosen?”

      “For as long as anyone can remember,” Nadia confirms.

      By this time, we’ve made it to the glass doors. Nadia opens one for me so I can walk through to the other side. When I do, I immediately see Julian on the right side of the inner courtyard, which is divided into four sections by two intersecting pathways. He’s in the center of a circle of students who are watching him spar with two male students. All of them are holding a long wooden staff in their hands. It doesn’t take long for me to see that the pupils are hopelessly outmatched against Julian’s combat skills. He’s far too quick and strong for them to have a hope in hell of outmaneuvering him. Within five moves, he has them both down on the ground begging for mercy. Not that he hurt them much, but I’m sure the hits stung like the devil.

      Julian lends them both a hand up to show his good sportsmanship. From the smile on his face, I can tell he’s having fun.

      “If you ask me,” a strange male voice says behind us, “it doesn’t seem quite fair to pit inexperienced children against an ancient vampire.”

      Both Nadia and I look over our shoulders to see who spoke before turning to fully face him.

      I instantly recognize the man as being Aron Firestorm. I remember seeing him at the farewell ceremony the night before, but there was no time for introductions to be made then.

      “Do you think you can do better Firestorm?” Nadia taunts. “I would love to see you try.”

      “And get my clothes all dirty?” he questions, like being slightly disheveled is a crime against his good fashion sense. “I like smelling sweet for the ladies, Nadia. I believe that’s something you should remember quite well from your experiences with me.”

      “Oh, do you mean all those bad experiences that I’ve tried to expunge from my memory over the past few years?” she retorts.

      So Nadia and the heir to House Firestorm were intimate at one time. That’s interesting. Could he be the one Nadia still pines for? Eh, I’m thinking not. Aron seems a little to self-absorbed for Nadia to still be in love with him.

      Aron shifts his gaze away from Nadia to scrutinize me more closely.

      “You’re more beautiful than I expected,” he comments dryly, as he continues to examine me like a new fascination.

      “That sounded like an insult hidden behind a compliment,” I say. “What exactly were you expecting me to look like?”

      “Honestly? Plainer. I find that most humans lack the verve of us alfar, but it looks as if your father gave you just enough of his DNA to make you look like one of us.”

      “Is physical attractiveness that important to you?” I question. “For all you know, I could be a real bitch on the inside.”

      Aron smiles. “Then that would just be the icing on the cake, wouldn’t it? I like my women with a little spirit. It makes it that much sweeter when I break them.”

      Oh … no … he … didn’t …

      Did he just imply—to my face no less—that he intends to bend me to his will?

      “Why are you here, Aron?” Nadia asks brusquely to deflect his attention away from me. I can only suspect she feared what I might say to him after his comment. “Shouldn’t you be in your room preening yourself until the ball this evening? I know it normally takes you hours to look decent for special events.”

      “Ha ha,” Aron replies snidely. “I thought I would take a walk around our old alma mater while I was here. I have so many fond memories of this place.”

      “Like torturing underclassmen?” Nadia says incredulously. “That’s pretty much all I remember about you. I’m sorry to see you haven’t grown up yet.”

      Aron smiles tight-lipped at Nadia. “And I’m sorry to see no one has curbed that sharp tongue of yours yet. It doesn’t look like being in House Moonshade has helped your disposition any. Or could it be that you’ve been like this for the past seven years because of Jhann? Are you still pining for him in your itty-bitty heart? Or did he break what was left of your soul when he married Meredith?”

      “Are we having a problem here, ladies?” I hear Julian say as he comes to stand by my side.

      “There aren’t any problems here,” Aron replies. “I was just catching up …”

      Julian quickly interrupts him by saying, “Unless you’re actually a woman underneath those clothes, I don’t believe I was addressing you.” He looks pointedly at both Nadia and me. “Are the two of you all right?”

      I notice Julian seems more concerned about Nadia’s state of mind than mine, which is perfectly understandable. I can see out of the corner of my eye that she has her hands clenched into fists and looks ready to beat the heir to House Firestorm to within an inch of his life. I don’t want to see her make such a fatal mistake and ruin her reputation over this fool’s callous words.

      “I can’t speak for Nadia,” I say, “but I would love to see you fight again.”

      “Yeah,” Nadia replies, finally loosening her fists as she forces herself to turn her gaze away from Aron. “Why don’t we spar each other and teach the kids a thing or two about actual combat?”

      “I think that’s a wonderful idea,” Julian replies. “They could use the demonstration, and, I have to admit, I’m curious to see if you can beat me.”

      “Only one way to find out,” she retorts before forcing herself to look back at Aron. “Excuse us.”

      As a tight unit, we all turn our backs on Aron and walk toward the circle of students Julian was with when we first entered the courtyard.

      “You looked like you were about to kill him,” I whisper to Nadia.

      “Not kill,” she replies, “but he might not have left here with all his limbs or other dangly bits still attached.”

      After our encounter with Aron, I begin to wonder if all of the house rulers will be so difficult to deal with. If so, I’m in for one hell of a bumpy night at the ball.

      Nadia and Julian spend another thirty minutes giving the students tips about fighting against someone who is stronger and faster than them. The major lesson I take away from what they say is to watch your opponent carefully to discover their weaknesses. Apparently everyone has one, because Nadia finds Julian’s quite quickly. Knowing that he is superfast, she is able to use that to her advantage and anticipate his moves accordingly. She more often than not has her staff already striking the air where she anticipates him to be just a second afterwards. I have to admit I’m quite impressed with my future sentinel. Of course, she ends up losing the battle, but considering how quick and sure Julian is with each of his moves, I doubt there are many people in the world who can best him. It totally makes him even hotter to me, which isn’t good when you’re standing around a lot of hormonal teenagers. Having both Julian and Nadia display their bodies in such a way is causing quite the sexual frenzy among those around me. I end up having to shut off my empathic skill just to bring my own carnal tension under control.

      A series of chimes sound and echo against the walls of the courtyard. It seems to mark the end of the class period because the students walk up to Julian and Nadia to thank them for the lesson before making their way into the interior of the academy.

      “Do you think it’s too late for me to learn how to fight like the two of you?” I ask them when it’s just us. “Seeing these kids here today makes me realize how much I missed by not being raised on Alfheim. I’d probably already know how to fight and how I’m supposed to act as a royal. I feel … unprepared for the future.”

      “Listen,” Nadia tells me in her no-nonsense sort of way, “all the people here want is for you to be a just and fair ruler. You have a good heart, Sarah, and that’s something that can’t be taught. Look at Aron. He’s a total ass, but they’ll still entrust him to rule over House Firestorm one day. Plus, you don’t need to know how to fight. That’s my job.”

      “Has Aron always been the way he is?” I have to ask. “I have a hard time believing you would fall for a guy as egotistical and obnoxious as him.”

      Nadia sighs. “Believe it or not, he used to be the sweetest person I knew. After his mother died during the summer break before our junior year, he returned here acting like the pompous ass you saw before you today.”

      “Well, at least I don’t have to worry about him winning Sarah’s heart,” Julian says as a joke to me, but I can see his insecurity about such a thing happening.

      “I only have one heart to give, and I’ve already given it to you,” I tell him, earning a smile in return.

      “The two of you are so sweet together I feel a tooth ache coming on,” Nadia tells us, looking a little on the repulsed side.

      “When you’re in love, you’ll understand,” I tell her.

      Nadia averts her gaze from mine, and I know I’ll need to ask her about this Jhann that Aron mentioned. Was Nadia in love with a married man? I remember her making the comment once that a person can’t always control who they fall in love with. Can it be that Nadia is still yearning for a childhood sweetheart but can’t have him now because he married another? Now isn’t the time to ask her such questions, but I fully intend to learn all I can about the man Nadia had obviously loved at one time and still might.

      “Let me take you on a small tour of the rest of the school,” she tells us. “I think I have something special that you’re going to want to see, Sarah.”

      “Will this be a good surprise?” I ask.

      Nadia smiles. “Yeah. I think you’ll like it.”

      “Lead on,” I bid her.

      As we walk with Nadia through the rest of the school grounds, I wonder how different my life would be now if I had been raised in Alfheim. Would I already be friends with Nadia? She and I are either the same age or pretty darn close. We would have most definitely attended Valengard Academy around the same time.

      “Does every house ruler have a sentinel?” I ask Nadia as we walk down an empty hallway where she told us most of the classrooms are located.

      “No. Only the royalty of the ruling house has sentinels,” she tells me. “Once someone is made a sentinel, they are given a royal status and can even marry royalty if they want.”

      “So, for instance, if Shael wanted to marry Alden, she could?” I ask.

      Nadia nods. “Yes. He would have the stature required to marry her. Quite a few of your ancestors have married their sentinels over the years.”

      “Do you know who my father’s sentinel was?”

      “My father was his first one,” Nadia reveals.

      “First one? Does that mean he had more than one?”

      “When a sentinel decides to retire, he or she has full autonomy when choosing their replacement, as long as the royal they serve agrees on their choice.”

      “Then who was my father’s second sentinel?”

      Nadia looks over at me and replies, “Alden Highborn.”

      Well, that was interesting. I remember Alden making the remark that he had failed my father once. Could it be that Alden felt guilty for not being able to talk my dad out of rejecting his birthright and choosing to live a normal life on Earth with me and my mother? It seems highly probable. Although I don’t know why Alden would place any guilt on his own shoulders. My father was extremely stubborn. I can’t imagine him taking anyone’s advice to heart, except for my mother’s.

      Once we pass through the long hallway where the classrooms are, Nadia begins to ascend a wide spiral stone staircase. We must go up three floors before we finally reach the top.

      “Is this the tower with the jewelry?” I ask Nadia.

      “No,” she says hesitantly before meeting my gaze. “This is where your father stayed while he attended the academy.”

      “Why didn’t he just stay at the castle? It’s not that far away.”

      “Everyone is required to live at the academy during the school week. The professors feel that it helps focus a student’s attention if they don’t have to worry about what’s going on at home and all the drama that can happen there with their parents and siblings. This tower is reserved for Moonshade royals. Since your father and Shael were the last ones to use it, nothing has been changed in their rooms.”

      “Are you telling me that my dad’s room is exactly as he left it when he graduated?”

      Nadia nods her head. “Yes. It’s like a time capsule that only someone with Moonshade blood can open.”

      “You don’t make that sound like a metaphor for something else,” I say, intrigued by the notion. “Am I going to have to bleed on something to enter the room?”

      “No. All you have to do is touch the doorknob. The room will recognize you as a Moonshade and allow you entry.”

      “Only me?”

      “If you want Julian and me to join you in there, you can verbally invite us in, but you might want to go in first and take a moment for yourself.”

      “I think that’s a good idea,” Julian agrees. “Go in and see if you can sense your dad in there.”

      “Please tell me you’re not saying his spirit is hanging around in the nooks and crannies of his room,” I say. I’m having a hard enough time dealing with one parent being in ghostlike form. I can’t even begin to imagine handling them both as spectral beings.

      “No,” Julian says. “I mean his presence as in the special something that each person leaves behind with their possessions. Maybe you’ll find something that triggers a memory.”

      I nod as I begin to understand what he’s referring to.

      I turn and look down the short hallway with two doors on either side of it.

      “Which one is his?” I ask Nadia.

      “Your dad’s room is the one on the left.”

      I walk over to the door and place my hand on the knob. I thought there might be some indication that the room recognizes me—a flash of light, a sound—but nothing special happens. I turn the knob and push the door open. When I first step inside, I feel a warmth surround me as if the room is welcoming me home.

      The space isn’t as grand or as large as I thought it would be. The word “comfortable” comes to mind as I look at the large four-poster bed pushed up against the wall to my right. Velvet maroon drapes hang from each vertical wooden column and run around the edges of the wooden panel they support. A matching comforter lays across the bed with two basic pillows tucked underneath it against the headboard. Directly across from the bed on the opposite wall is a fireplace with a wooden mantel and a large decorative mirror hanging above it. A small seating area, composed of a couch and a chair, is arranged between the bed and fireplace. On the wall directly across from the doorway is a bay window with a writing desk set in the middle of it, so that the person sitting there has a view of the surrounding forest. I don’t see much in the way of personal possessions that my father left behind. There are a couple of framed black and white pictures on the mantel, but there is little else in the room.

      I feel slightly disheartened. I was hoping to find more to take home with me. Not ready to give up on my quest to find something personal of my father’s, I walk over to his desk and start opening drawers, but I find them all empty. I sigh in disappointment while resting my hands on the desktop and leaning forward slightly with my head hung low.

      And then I see it …

      There is a small carving in the center of the desktop of the sun being eclipsed by the moon. It’s not so much the picture that draws my attention, but the way it shimmers in the sunlight. I reach over and place my hand on the carving, only to discover that it can travel straight through the wood in that spot. I snatch my hand out because, well, for one thing, it’s just weird to see your hand go through wood, and another because I felt something touch my hand below the surface.

      “Okay, Sarah,” I say to myself in an encouraging tone, “don’t chicken out now.”

      I reach out again and watch in amazement as my hand disappears into some magical compartment hidden by the carving. I feel around and find that the compartment is in the shape of a small box. I feel two items. One is made of what feels like paper, and the other is cold to the touch like metal. I grab them both and pull them out to examine each more closely.

      I soon discover that the metal object is a necklace. The chain and pendant are either made of silver or white gold. I can never tell the difference unless a necklace has been marked with its karat purity. The edges of the pendant are scalloped, and in the center is a shiny stone that’s milky white but has shades of opalescent blue intermixed. I set the necklace on the desk and hold up the picture with one hand directly into a ray of sunlight filtering in through the windows. It’s a picture of the room I’m standing in, but that’s it. No one is in the room.

      As I ponder the reason why my father would hide a picture of his room in his desk, I lower the photo out of the sunlight and take hold of it with both hands. The moment the fingers of my other hand touch the picture, it’s as if time suddenly comes to a complete standstill. I begin to feel a pulling sensation on my skin and wonder if I’ve unknowingly stepped into a magical trap. I faintly realize that I should have invited Julian and Nadia in before I snooped around my father’s room. I could be burning alive and they would be helpless to save me because I didn’t invite them inside. The world around me goes dark, and I feel myself begin to faint as I grow weak in the knees and hit the floor.

      “Hey,” I hear a young man say. “Hey lady, are you all right?”

      When I open my eyes, I immediately know that I’m still in my father’s room, because I’m staring directly at the legs of his writing desk.

      “I wouldn’t normally complain about a woman being in my room,” the young man continues behind me, “but if you get caught in here, I’ll get in trouble for the third time this semester. My parents will kill me if I get kicked out of this school.”

      I turn over onto my back to face the boy talking to me, wondering how he was able to get into the room in the first place.

      As soon as I see his face, I don’t have to wonder anymore.

      My world begins to spin out of control, and I start to breathe so fast I fear I might hyperventilate and pass out again. As I stare into the kind brown eyes staring down at me in confusion and worry, there’s only one word running through my mind.

      “Dad?”
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      “Wow,” the young version of my father says, looking at me like he suspects I’ve lost my mind, “you must’ve really hit your head hard, lady. You’re way older than I am. For me to be your dad, we would have to defy the laws of the universe or time itself.”

      Time. Defy time.

      I quickly sit up and throw my arms around my dad’s shoulders, holding him as tightly as I can. Right now, I don’t care that he doesn’t know me. All that matters is that I know him.

      I feel my father’s body stiffen in my arms. I’m sure it’s partly due to shock, because he doesn’t know who the hell I am, and partially due to the strength with which I’m holding him. I loosen my grip and reluctantly let him go. He quickly stands to his feet and takes one step away from me. The look on his face tells me that he’s slightly frightened by my presence in his room. I can’t say I blame him. I’m not sure how I would react if I found a stranger inside my bedroom when there’s a magical blood seal protecting it from intruders.

      “Who are you?” he questions warily. “And how did you get in here? I have to invite people into this room before they can set one foot inside, and I don’t even know who you are, lady.”

      I rise from the floor to stand on my feet and face my father. As I stare at him, I realize I have no idea what to tell him about myself, so I decide to skip his first question altogether and answer the second one.

      “I was looking in your room and saw the solar eclipse carved into the surface of your desk,” I say, turning sideways to point to the center of the wooden desk, only to find that there is no such carving present. “Crap, it’s not there yet.”

      “What was so special about the carving?” my dad asks, not sounding surprised in the least by what I just said. It seems almost like it’s something he had already planned to do in the near future.

      I go on to tell him about my hand going through the desk to find the photo and necklace and what happened in my timeline when both my hands touched the picture.

      He doesn’t make fun of me or call me crazy. The adolescent version of my dad simply waits for me to finish before asking, “So you’re my daughter? From the future?”

      I nod because words are escaping me at the moment. And who wouldn’t be flabbergasted meeting a seventeen-year-old version of their father? I feel like Marty McFly from Back to the Future. I just hope I don’t inadvertently do something boneheaded that makes me disappear from the timeline forever.

      “Wow,” he says, running the fingers of one hand through his thick blond hair as he attempts to take in everything I just told him. He looks back at me like he’s trying to study all my features. “You don’t look much like me, so I assume you take after your mother.”

      Again, I just nod and feel the salt of tears begin to burn my eyes as visions of precious moments with my parents begin to bombard my mind. The boy standing in front of me will become the man who one day keeps me from falling after I take my first step. He’ll show me how to ride a bike and trust me enough to go all the way around the block all by myself. He will become a man who holds his daughter’s hand every morning as he walks her to school. All of this is waiting for him in his future, but sadly, they are only fading memories for me.

      “What’s wrong?” my dad asks, looking concerned for my welfare. “Why did the mention of your mother make you start to cry?”

      All I can do is let out a sob as a wellspring of tears begin to blur my vision and make wet trails down my cheeks. He may not know me. He may very well think I’m completely insane. Nevertheless, the young version of my father walks forward and brings me into his arms so I can cry on his shoulder. I wrap my arms around his waist and finally release the floodgate that’s been holding back my grief all these years.

      When my parents died, I cried, screamed that it wasn’t right, and acted out in ways that should have made the Hughes family disown me. Yet, in all that time, I never truly allowed myself to grieve the loss of my parents, so that my heart could heal. Now, being given the gift of seeing my father one last time and having him hold me in his arms again, even if it’s a version of him who has no idea who I am, I feel as though the universe is finally working in my favor, and I know exactly what I have to do to make things right again.

      I pull back and look into his inquisitive eyes.

      “I have to tell you something,” I say, sniffling so I can breathe and talk at the same time. “You and my mom die in my timeline. You die on …”

      My father quickly clamps his right hand over my mouth, cutting off my next words quite effectively.

      “Don’t tell me,” he warns me, shaking his head vigorously. “You should never tell someone their future, especially when they’re going to die. That’s just cruel, and I don’t think I would raise a daughter who’s heartless to others, much less her father.”

      I shake my head, because I don’t understand. I pull his hand away and ask, “But why don’t you want to know? If I tell you, you can stop it from happening!”

      “No,” he tells me remorsefully, “you can’t stop the future. If you try, it always finds a way to course correct and produce the same outcome. Even if you told me the exact time and day that I’m supposed to die, fate would find an alternative path to take to kill me that could be far more painful. Time doesn’t like to be messed with.”

      “Then why would time let me come here at all? I don’t even understand how I got here.”

      “There are spells that will allow people to travel to the past,” he informs me, “but they are strictly forbidden. Anyone caught using a time portal spell is instantly put to death.”

      I gasp in surprise. “Why?”

      “Like I said,” he shrugs, “the past and the future are set. They can’t be altered without dire consequences.”

      “Then why did you leave me something with a time portal spell on it to come back here?” I ask.

      “Because this is something that’s happened in my future self’s past. It’s part of my history, and I need it to happen. Now, tell me about this necklace I left you. Describe it in every detail.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s obviously important for some reason. It could be the reason why time allowed you to come here.”

      “But what if it let me come back so I can save you and mom?” I protest. “You both die …”

      Again, my father silences me, but instead of placing one of his hands over my mouth, he looks into my eyes and quickly says the words “tysta ner.”

      I instantly lose the ability to speak. I’m moving my mouth, but nothing is coming out. I’m sure I look like someone who’s in a silent movie, except there are no captions to tell the viewer what I’m saying.

      “I’m sorry,” he tells me, “but I don’t want to know when or how I die, so please stop trying to tell me. Obviously, I die when you’re young.” He looks me up and down. “What are you? Early twenties?”

      Since I can’t talk, I simply nod my head to confirm his guess.

      “I’m so sorry,” he tells me. “I can’t imagine the pain you’ve had to endure, but I need you to remember what I told you about time course correcting itself. Even if you tell me how and when I die, I will still end up dying in your timeline, and it will most likely be an even more painful death than the one you remember. Do you understand that?”

      I nod, even though I want to argue that if there’s the slimmest chance that I can save him and my mother, we should take it.

      “I can see in your eyes that you’re trying to come up with a way around the rule,” he says, sounding somewhat impressed. “But you can’t. People have tried and failed miserably. More often than not, attempting to save one person’s life leads to the deaths of others. From what you just said, it sounds like your mother and I die at the same time. I can’t take the chance of having you tell me how we die and somehow causing your own death as well. The risk isn’t worth the reward. Do you understand what I’m trying to get across to you?”

      Reluctantly, I nod again.

      “Before I lift my spell from your vocal cords so we can finish talking, I need you to promise me that you won’t try to tell me how or when I die. Do we have a deal?”

      I hesitate. I could lie and say it’s a deal and just blurt out the details anyway. But what if he’s right? What if I just end up making matters worse and cause all three of us to die in the fire? I can’t do that to Julian. He needs me. And what about my mother? Would she end up becoming a shade anyway too? I need to find a way to help her, and I can’t do that if I’m dead.

      Slowly, and with a lot of remorse, I nod my head that I agree to his deal.

      My father snaps his fingers in the air, ending his spell.

      “Do you think you can draw the necklace?” he asks me. “Maybe I’ll recognize it.”

      “Yes,” I tell him.

      He walks over to the desk and pulls out the top drawer to grab a small leather notebook and a pencil. He hands them both to me, and I begin to draw the necklace as well as I can remember.

      As my father studies the picture afterwards, he asks, “And you said the stone was white with opalescent blue streaks in it?”

      “Yes. It kind of resembled an opal, but not quite so colorful.”

      “I know what it is,” he tells me, lifting his gaze to meet mine. “It’s called a moonlight stone. They’re extremely rare and precious here, but we have a few pieces in the crown jewels collection. Although I don’t remember ever seeing this particular necklace among them. This one … is new. I must’ve had it made for you.”

      “Is there anything special about this type of stone?”

      “It can be imbued with a spell,” he tells me, ruminating about the implications of him leaving me such a necklace. “They’re usually protection spells of some sort, but I’m not sure what it is I’m trying to protect you from in the future.”

      “Someone’s trying to kill me in my timeline,” I reveal. “Do you think it has something to do with that?”

      “Is this person magical?” he asks. “Because a moonlight stone only protects you against magic.”

      I shrug helplessly. “I honestly don’t know. That’s what we’re currently trying to figure out. I’ve had a werewolf and a warlock attempt to murder me so far, but they were hired guns, as it were. They were just looking for a payout from the person who employed them to kill me.”

      “Hmm, that doesn’t really help me then,” my dad says. “What else can you tell me about your life that won’t cause a ripple effect?”

      “I’m a vampire companion,” I reveal.

      “Really?” he asks, looking interested. “Then that must mean your mother was a companion too.”

      I nod. “Yes. She would have been.”

      My father lifts his eyebrows at me, silently indicating that I’m getting close to saying too much about their deaths.

      “It’s really weird,” he tells me. “I don’t even like Earth, but from what you’ve just said, I must spend a great deal of time there with you and your mother.”

      “Yes. You do,” I reply, not elaborating any further.

      My father stares at me for a moment before smiling a sad smile.

      “I wish we had more time together, but it looks like the spell is wearing off,” he says.

      “How can you tell?”

      “You’re beginning to fade,” he replies.

      I look down at myself, and sure enough, my body is slowly becoming transparent.

      I run over to my dad and try to hug him one last time, but my arms simply go straight through his body. Realizing that it’s pointless to show him how much I love him physically, I stand back and say, “I love you, Dad. I never got a chance to say good-bye before you died, and I don’t really want to say it now.”

      “Then don’t say it …Wait! I don’t even know what your name is. What is it?”

      “Sarah,” I tell him, holding back a sob because I know it’s my father who ends up naming me in the future.

      “Sarah,” he repeats with a smile. “I like that name.”

      “Mom will try to change your mind about it, but don’t you dare let her win,” I say. “I like my name too.”

      “It will probably be the only fight I will ever win with her,” my father jokes, “but I will win it for you. Take care of yourself, Sarah. And put the necklace on when you get back home. I’m not sure what it’s meant to protect you from yet, but I wouldn’t have put it there unless I figured it out.”

      “Do you think you would have hidden an explanation about what it’s for somewhere else?” I ask.

      “If it wasn’t with the necklace, I can’t think of anywhere else I would hide it. It could be that I don’t tell you for a reason.”

      I feel the chill of darkness surround me as my surroundings become dimmer, and I’m drawn back to my own time.

      “Dad,” I say, holding out my hand to him, even though I can’t touch him. He does the same as a gesture of unity. “Thank you for giving me a wonderful childhood and showing me how a man who truly loves his family should act. I’ve always measured other men against you and found them wanting, but I think I’ve finally found someone who can love me as much as you did.”

      “Then hold onto him no matter what,” my father urges me. “True love is almost an impossibility to find in life. If you’re lucky enough to have found it, fight for it, and don’t let anyone take it away from you, Sarah.”

      “I won’t,” I promise. “I love you, Dad.”

      “And I know I will love you with all my heart …”

      My world goes black again until I’m snapped back into my reality.

      “Sarah!” I hear Julian call out frantically.

      I find myself standing in front of the desk, holding the picture of the room that my father left for me. I look down at the desktop and reach out to pick up the necklace before turning around to face the door.

      “How long was I gone?” I ask them.

      “Gone?” Nadia asks, looking confused. “You didn’t go anywhere. You’ve just been standing there motionless for the past ten minutes. I was about to go get Shael so she could let us in there to see what was wrong with you.”

      “I didn’t go anywhere?” I ask, finding that strange, but then again, I have no idea how time travel spells work. Up until a few minutes ago, I didn’t even know such things were possible.

      “Sarah,” Julian says anxiously, “would you please invite us inside?”

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, realizing just how worried Julian still is. I invite them both into the room, and within seconds, Julian has me in his arms.

      He pulls back long enough to look into my face and ask, “What happened when you touched the picture? What did you experience?”

      I go on to tell them both about my time-traveling excursion and spending precious moments with my father in his past.

      “I’ve heard about such spells,” Nadia says, looking worried, “but they’re strictly forbidden. If your dad found someone to do it for him, he put them both in a great deal of danger. King or not, he would have been put to death if anyone found out. I suggest we keep this information between the three of us for now.”

      “What about Shael and Alden?” I ask. “Shouldn’t we tell them?”

      “Well,” Nadia says, looking at the necklace in my hand, “I would rather not, but we’ll never be able to explain the necklace otherwise. I suppose we’ll have to tell them, but no one else must know. Your father already has a bad reputation among the alfar. I would hate to tarnish it any further by telling them he used a time-traveling spell so he could meet his daughter in the past.”

      “Why is it that my body remained here, but I was still completely solid in the past too? Well, at least until the spell began to fade. Then so did I.”

      “From what I’ve been told,” Nadia says, “your body doesn’t actually travel back in time. Only your mind does, and before you ask, I have no idea how that happens. All I do know is that in order for it to work, you have to be anchored to someone in the past, and they are the only one who can see, hear, or feel you.”

      I hold up the old photo and ask Nadia, “Can I use this spell again, or is it a onetime use sort of thing?”

      “As far as I know, a spell like that can only be used once when it’s bound to an object.”

      I feel my heart sink with undeniable disappointment.

      “He wouldn’t let me tell him much about his future.” I sigh regrettably.

      “Good,” Nadia replies, sounding relieved. “It would have just made matters worse than they already are. Tampering with the timeline is never a good idea. Certain things, good or bad, happen for a reason. If you change one little thing, you could cause a whole host of new problems to develop.”

      I hold up the necklace to Julian. “Would you put this on me, please? My dad said I should wear it until I can figure out what it’s for.”

      Julian takes the necklace from my hand. I turn around and lift my hair so he can place it around my neck. Strangely, the metal isn’t cold to the touch like I expected. It’s warm for some reason and brings me a degree of comfort. I feel a sense of security wearing it, but I’m sure that’s all psychological. Or maybe that’s the spell my dad had it imbued with. Perhaps he wanted me to feel safe in a world that was anything but that.

      I can’t imagine how hard it was for my dad to live with the secret of meeting me when he was younger. He may not have lived to see me grow up, but he always knew the woman I would mature into. I take one last look at my father’s room and feel thankful to whatever power allowed me to talk to him one more time, even if he didn’t know me.

      “Let’s go,” I tell Julian and Nadia, absently sliding the pendant back and forth along its chain. “I think I have everything I came in here for.”

      Nadia escorts us to the tower where all of the Moonshade crown jewels are stored. When we reach the base of the tower, Nadia stops and looks at me.

      “This door has the same spell on it that your father’s room did. Only someone with Moonshade blood can enter it.”

      “Can I invite the two of you inside?” I ask.

      “No,” Nadia answers definitively. “Only a Moonshade can enter or exit this tower. No one else. As I explained to you earlier, you can borrow any of the crowns inside, and once you are made queen, you’ll be able to design as many as you want for yourself. There are different sets of jewels on each level of the tower. The bottom floor has all the small jewelry, like necklaces, earrings, and rings. The second floor has scepters, and the third and fourth floors are where you’ll find the crowns.”

      “Okay. I think I can remember that. I’ll try not to let myself get too mesmerized by all the glitter and stay in there too long.”

      “Take your time,” Julian urges me. “This is a part of your family history. Don’t rush through it.”

      “I’ll try not to,” I promise.

      I turn the knob on the steel door and walk into the tower.

      I browse through all the jewels and do notice a few pieces that have moonlight stones embedded in them, just like my father said. I can easily see myself spending a whole day searching through everything that’s here, but what I really want to do is spend some time with Julian before the ball. Seeing my father again has drained me emotionally. All I want to do right now is curl up in Julian’s arms and draw on his strength so I can make it through this evening’s event with my sanity intact. I decide to head up to the top floor and choose one of those crowns. Surely, any of the ones there will do. I don’t need anything super special.

      When I make it to the fourth floor, I quickly scan the crowns I can see until one in particular catches my eye. It’s not the flashiest or even the prettiest crown, to be honest. Yet it calls to me as a reminder of the night before and the true meaning of why we were at the farewell ceremony.

      Most of the crown is covered with black pearls. There are two insets of four, clear, two-karat diamonds on either side of it and six round black diamonds that all look to be around three karats each. It is the number of these diamonds and their prominence within the headpiece that caught my eye. Six diamonds to commemorate the six souls who gave their lives for me. It seems like a fitting crown to wear to my first alfar ball.

      While we all walk back to the castle, I begin to feel the first flutters of nervousness tickle my stomach. By the time we reach my suite, the flutters have turned into golf-ball-sized pieces of hail battering my innards. I end up having to sit down on one of the couches just to catch my breath.

      “There’s nothing to be nervous about,” Julian assures me, not even having to ask what’s wrong with me. He can feel it.

      “I don’t know these people, Julian,” I tell him as I unconsciously wrap my arms around my waist and lean forward slightly. “How am I supposed to lead them when I don’t even know who they are?”

      “That’s what tonight is for,” Nadia says. “You’ll be introduced to the most influential people in Alfheim this evening.”

      “My memory is pretty good, but there’s no way I’ll remember everyone’s name.”

      “You don’t have to,” she assures me. “I know them, and I’ll help you remember. The only people you must know the names of are the rulers of the other houses. You’ve already seen Galan and have talked to Aron, so House Firestorm can be checked off the list.”

      “Maybe if you tell me who the people in the other houses are, I won’t feel so unprepared.”

      “I can do better than that,” Nadia says enthusiastically as she begins to walk to her bedroom. “I’ll be right back.”

      Julian places a comforting hand on my back and begins to rub it in a soothing circular motion.

      “I’ve never seen you this nervous before,” he says to me, sounding concerned over my mental welfare. “What can I do to help?”

      “Just stay by my side tonight,” I say, reaching out a hand for him to take with his free one.

      “I won’t leave you,” he promises me. “Not unless you tell me to.”

      Nadia walks back into the sitting room with a silver tablet in her hands. She sits down on the other side of me on the couch and shows me a family portrait. There is a man sitting on what looks like a throne chair flanked by an older woman, presumably his wife, and a beautiful redheaded woman who looks to be in her early to mid-twenties.

      “This is House Draconid,” Nadia tells me with a rather ominous tone. “The man is Nasir. His wife is Lura, and their daughter’s name is Ireen. Nasir is harmless. All he’s interested in is enjoying the spoils of his house and riding as many of the ladies as he can before he dies. It’s Lura and Ireen you don’t want to turn your back on.”

      “Why? Would they stab me?” I joke. When Nadia doesn’t laugh at what I thought was a funny quip, I quickly understand that’s exactly what she’s warning me about.

      “They want the throne,” Nadia tells me flat out. “And they will use anything they can find on you to get it. So don’t give them any ammunition to use against you.”

      “Okay,” I say, quickly realizing that the rulers of House Draconid will never be my allies.

      Nadia slides her finger across the screen to bring up another picture. This time, the portrait looks rather causal. Maybe it’s because the three people in it are actually smiling as they stand out in a grove of blooming cherry trees. The expressions on their faces don’t look strained, like they’re pretending to be happy. They actually are happy and look completely natural in such a pose.

      “This is House Icefall,” Nadia tells me. “Walter Icefall was a close friend of my dad’s before he died.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I didn’t realize your father had passed away.”

      “It’s been a couple of years,” she replies, refusing to meet my eyes as she continues to stare at the picture on the screen. I can feel how sad she is thinking about her father’s passing, but she won’t show it outwardly. “Anyway, Walter is as good as they come, and his wife is probably the sweetest person I know. If House Firestorm wasn’t bribing their way to the top, Camille and Walter’s house would be second to Moonshade. Their son’s name is Wren. He’s sweet, but not really interested in ruling. He would rather concentrate on his art work.”

      Nadia begins to slide her finger across the screen, but I notice her hesitate for a split second before bringing up the next picture. The photo is of another happy-looking family. This time, the couple is young with a boy who looks to be around three years old.

      “This is House Nysas,” Nadia tells me. When she doesn’t continue right away, I look at her face and notice that she’s staring at the handsome man in the picture. Before she even says his name, I know who he is. “Their names are Morgan, Meredith, and … Jhann.”

      Bingo. This is the man who has captured the heart of one of the toughest women I know.

      “This is an old picture,” she informs me. “I should probably remind Jhann that he needs to take another one.”

      “Wives normally do reminders like that,” I say, wondering if Nadia would inadvertently be stepping over an imaginary line if she told another woman’s husband such a thing.

      “I’m sure Meredith would if she were here, but she died in an accident a couple of years ago.”

      “Oh,” I say, feeling stupid for trying to correct her. “Then I’m sure he would appreciate a reminder. Men rarely think about taking family pictures.”

      Nadia sets the tablet down beside her on the couch.

      “Those are the only people you really need to pay attention to this evening,” she says.

      “So basically, I have two houses (Draconid and Firestorm) who are my competitors, and two houses (Icefall and Nysas) who are my allies. Is that about the gist of it?”

      “Yes,” Nadia confirms. “That’s the way it is here. It’s been that way for as long as anyone can remember, actually.”

      “Great,” I say, feeling a great deal of exasperation. “Then I doubt it’s going to change anytime soon.”

      “Very doubtful,” Nadia agrees before she stands from the couch. “We have a couple of hours before you need to start getting ready for the ball. Is there anything else you would like to do?”

      “Eat,” I immediately respond.

      Nadia smiles and shakes her head at me. “I wish I had your metabolism. It must be nice to be able to eat anything you want and not gain an ounce of weight.”

      “Like the old saying goes, be careful what you wish for. Trust me, it’s not fun being almost constantly hungry.”

      “Hmm, no, I guess it wouldn’t be,” Nadia agrees. “I’ll go down to the kitchens and tell them to bring you up some food.”

      “Um, could you see if the queen is through frolicking with my cat too?” I say. “I’m kind of missing the little bugger.”

      “What is it about that thing that all of you like so much?” Nadia asks, sounding baffled. “Almost every royal just loves it to death.”

      “He has a unique quality,” I say vaguely.

      Nadia shrugs. “I’ll go fetch him for you on my way back up from the kitchens.”

      “Thank you.”

      After Nadia leaves, I take my shoes off and bend my knees before tossing my legs over Julian’s lap and scooting in close enough to lean my head against his shoulder. I close my eyes, but I immediately see a vision of my father from the past.

      “I assume you’re sad because of your dad,” Julian correctly deduces.

      I nod my head, because I’m afraid if I make a verbal reply, I’ll end up crying, and I would rather not go to the ball that evening with bloodshot eyes.

      “It’s okay to be sad, you know. It just shows how much you miss him.”

      “I don’t want to be sad about his life. I want to celebrate it,” I say.

      “Then do that tonight,” Julian encourages me. “Show these people that you are your father’s daughter and damn proud of it.”

      “A lot of them probably wouldn’t like that,” I note. “He abandoned them, remember?”

      “He did so to follow his heart,” Julian points out. “And he got an opportunity some parents never get. He was able to see you all grown up before you were even born.”

      “I can’t believe he never said anything about meeting me when he was younger. That must have been strange for him.”

      “I’m sure he counted it as a blessing, not something strange.”

      Perhaps Julian is right. Maybe that’s exactly how my dad viewed my journey through time. I know I feel blessed to have stolen a few precious moments to tell him how much I love him one last time. I can only hope he never regretted keeping me silent about the circumstances surrounding his and my mother’s deaths and that he made peace with his decision before that fateful night.
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      Nadia keeps her word and returns with servants rolling in two carts of food and Viktor cradled in her arms.

      As she hands me my cat, she says, “I told the queen that you needed to speak with her. She has some things to attend to first, but she’s supposed to come here right before the ball to listen to your story.”

      “Thank you,” I tell Nadia.

      I hold Viktor up in front of me and look into his eyes.

      “Did you have fun last night?” I ask him.

      “Meow,” he replies, looking rather cocky. Uh, perhaps that wasn’t the right word to use. Now I have unwanted visions flashing through my mind of Viktor and Shael in compromising positions.

      I place Viktor on the floor and walk over to the carts the servants roll into the room. I thank both of the ladies and wait for them to leave before I start eating. While I’m occupied with satiating my ravenous appetite, Nadia talks Julian into a sparring rematch out on the attached veranda.

      “But you don’t have any staffs,” I garble out, my mouth crammed with a spicy, meat-filled, sweet bread. If there is one thing I’ve noticed, my table manners have gone completely out the window since becoming a vampire companion. But how am I supposed to make time for politeness when a large portion of my day involves eating my weight in food?

      “You obviously haven’t seen my room,” Nadia tells me with a big smile on her face as she jogs in that direction. “I’ll be right back.”

      When Nadia returns, she’s carrying two black metal staffs with small half inch silver prongs jutting out on each end. The staffs look much deadlier than the practice ones they used at the academy.

      “What are the prongs for?” I ask her, not completely sure I want to know, but feel the need to ask anyway.

      Nadia smiles as she tosses one of the staffs to Julian. He, of course, catches it easily in midair with one hand. Show off. Nadia then grips the staff with both of her hands and twists it in the middle. I hear a click and a low hum just before the ends of her staff come alive with electricity that makes a blue arc from one prong to the other on each end.

      I swallow the food in my mouth and say, “It looks like a Taser.”

      “Basically, that’s what it is,” she says, “but this staff has three different settings. The first one will only give a little shock.”

      “And the second and third?” I ask apprehensively.

      “The second will jolt a person enough to knock them out for a couple of hours, and the third one is a kill setting.”

      “You Valengard and your toys,” I joke. “Just don’t hurt my vampire too much.”

      “I take offense to that,” Julian says, actually sounding somewhat insulted. “As if I would allow her to get that close.”

      “Listen,” I say to the love of my life, “I have plans for that body of yours, and I would rather not see it get damaged in any way. Plus, I saw her fight you earlier. You have to admit that Nadia’s good. She got a couple of good whacks in during your match that you didn’t see coming.”

      “But you warning her not to hurt me means she’ll hold back, and what fun is that for me?” Julian sulks.

      I have to laugh. He’s quite adorable when he pouts.

      “Okay, children, go have your fun,” I say, shooing them both out of the room with a wave of my hands. “Just don’t maim each other. That’s all I ask.”

      Both Nadia and Julian smile at me before they walk out the double glass doors to the veranda.

      While I continue to eat, I watch the two of them spar and ponder for a second time that day if I can learn how to fight like they do. I have to admit that it does look like fun. Nadia is definitely more than capable of handling what Julian throws at her, but I have to wonder how much of his strength Julian is holding back. If she’s ever forced into mortal combat with another vampire who doesn’t care what happens to her, will she be able to hold her own? I don’t know. Only Julian would be able to judge that, and I plan to ask him before the vampires meet for their annual conclave. I don’t want to place Nadia in a life-threatening position, but then again, even if I asked her not to come to the conclave, I doubt she would abide by my request. I worry that the two wild vampires Julian told me about will cause trouble when we inform them that there might be a cure for their curse. If they truly are insane, like Julian said, then they won’t listen to reason. I can only hope there’s enough humanity left in them to want to seek out a solution.

      By the time I’m through eating, Cia, the servant who helped me get ready for the farewell ceremony, arrives to lend her assistance once again for preparations for the ball. When I tell Julian and Nadia that it’s time to get ready, they both promise to stop sparring after their current round. If my calculations are correct, Julian has won three rounds and Nadia managed at least one win. Did Julian give her a pity victory? I don’t think so. He doesn’t seem like the type of person to just let someone best him. So Nadia’s one victory seems like quite a feat to me.

      Cia spends a good hour properly applying my makeup and styling my hair for the ball. Once I’m dressed in the maroon gown that was left for me to wear, Cia carefully places the crown I chose on my head. I thought she would need to pin it into place, but she ensures me that the crown will not fall off my head until I take it off myself. When I ask for an explanation, she simply says it’s a common spell that’s cast on all crowns.

      Gotta love the convenience magic provides…

      Once I’m properly groomed, Cia leaves my bedroom but quickly comes back in to inform me that the queen is waiting for me in the sitting room.

      I rush out to see her and find Shael standing out on the veranda, gazing at the purple and pink hues of the sunset.

      The queen is dressed in a champagne-colored mermaid style dress made from a delicate-looking lace fabric. The strapless gown leaves her shoulders exposed underneath a cape of long sheer fabric that is dotted and lined around the edges with the same lace as the dress. She has her lustrous blonde hair styled in a loose bun and is wearing the same crown on her head that she wore to Mira’s party, where I first saw her.

      She smiles when she sees me, and I know from her feelings that she’s truly happy to be with me again. Viktor hops onto the stone railing of the veranda to listen to our conversation.

      “Nadia said you wanted to tell me about something that happened to you at the academy today,” Shael says, looking curious about the tale I have to tell her.

      “Yes,” I say, taking in a deep breath. “I’m not too sure how happy you’ll be about it though.”

      Shael’s look of curiosity turns to one of worry. “What happened, Sarah?”

      I go on to tell Shael and Viktor about my time-traveling experience.

      “That,” Shael says, holding in her temper, “was completely reckless of Rhys! If anyone had found out what he did while he was still alive, your father would have immediately been put to death!”

      Viktor meows loudly as if to punctuate Shael’s last two statements.

      “Yes. That’s what Nadia told me,” I reply. I reach up and begin to nervously play with the moonlight stone pendant around my neck. Shael notices my nervous twitch and takes a step closer to better examine the necklace.

      I let go of the pendant so she can have an unobstructed view of it.

      “Do you have any idea what kind of spell he might have had it imbued with?” I ask her, desperate to know how my father intended for me to use it.

      “No,” Shael replies, reaching out to pick the pendant up off my chest to study it closer. “And I would advise you not to ask any of the mages here to help you figure it out. If you do, they’ll know you’re hiding something about its origin. If anyone asks, just tell them it’s a necklace I had made for you to commemorate your first visit here and that I had a witch on Earth imbue it with a spell. I can’t say a mage in Alfheim did it, because they all know each other and would immediately deduce that we’re lying to them. They may get mad at me for entrusting someone on Earth with the responsibility, but that can’t be helped. I would rather they be angry at me for a short time than run the risk of them discovering what my brother did.”

      Shael lets go of the pendant and takes a step back.

      “Thank you for telling me what happened and for not trying to keep it a secret from me. I appreciate your honesty.”

      “I don’t want us to ever have secrets between us,” I tell her. “You’re the only blood kin I have left. If you can’t trust your family, who can you trust?”

      “Very true,” Shael agrees. “Now, I have some news of my own, but I would rather wait until Nadia and Julian join us before I say it, since it affects them as well.”

      Just as Shael finishes speaking these words, the door to the sitting room opens, and Nadia walks in with Julian right behind her. I’m surprised to see Nadia wearing a long-skirted, lilac-colored gown with an illusion neckline. The embroidery work is exquisite and covers most of the dress. It’s very girly, which is not a word I would use to describe Nadia. I actually like seeing this softer side of her. Yet her outfit seems a little odd considering her function as my protector. It’s beautiful and the lilac color brings out her features, but it doesn’t seem very practical from a fighting standpoint. I decide not to question her about it though. I doubt she expects anything to happen tonight, and perhaps she’s dressed up because she knows Jhann will be present. I have to say that I’m curious to see what happens when they’re in the same room together.

      I thought Julian looked dashing last night in his long coat suit, but this evening, he looks downright gorgeous. The jacket is black and similar in style to the one he wore the night before, except this one is collarless with all the edges trimmed in a dark red material. On the left side of the jacket, over his heart, he’s wearing a gold and diamond studded broach. It isn’t until he walks over to us that I notice it’s in the shape of the sun and a crescent moon.

      “The broach looks very nice on you,” Shael tells Julian.

      “Thank you for giving it to me,” Julian replies, bowing to Shael at the waist.

      “I take it the broach isn’t just a regular piece of jewelry,” I say, sensing it has a more significant meaning.

      “It symbolizes that Julian is now a full member of House Moonshade,” Shael reveals. “Julian is your companion, so he deserves to be considered as more than a mere visitor here. He now has the right to enter the breach in New Orleans anytime he wants.”

      “I heard Alden call it the breach too,” I say, remembering back to when I had been poisoned and Shael’s advisor brought me to Alfheim. “What is it exactly?”

      “It’s what connects our world to yours,” Shael tells me. “Over a thousand years ago, an alfar mage created the breach in an attempt to escape his death sentence. Unfortunately, he crossed over into your world before anyone could stop him, and no one has been able to close the breach since. So we constructed the building it’s housed in now in New Orleans to keep it safe.”

      “Is that why the supernatural creatures in New Orleans are so powerful?” I ask.

      “I’ve always assumed so,” Shael says, “but you must never tell any of them what I just told you. No other human knows that the breach exists.”

      “You’ve done well keeping the secret for this long,” Julian praises her. “We always just assumed you used alfar magic to teleport yourselves back and forth.”

      “And that’s what everyone on Earth needs to continue to believe,” Shael says. “I trust the two of you will keep our secret. If Mira ever found out that there’s a physical portal she can step through to come here, I believe she would do it without asking for my permission first, just to curb her own curiosity.”

      “Unfortunately, I would have to agree with you on that,” Julian says. “My sister acts on impulse and usually only thinks about herself. You have my word that I will never mention the breach to her or anyone else on Earth.”

      But can Julian promise that the spirit inside him won’t tell anyone the secret? I don’t voice my concern, because I don’t want to embarrass Julian, but I consider it a real problem. For all I know, the soul he carries might announce the existence of the breach on Facebook or, even worse, Twitter. If the supernatural creatures in New Orleans discover the existence of the breach, we could have an eruption of complete pandemonium.

      I decide not to think about the what-ifs right now. All I want to do this evening is survive the ball without making a complete fool out of myself in front of the other house rulers.

      “Nadia said you heard from Alden earlier,” Julian says to Shael. “What did he have to report?”

      “He wrote that he has a concrete lead on the person who hired the two hitmen to kill Sarah,” Shael announces.

      “Did he name this person?” Julian asks ominously, sounding ready to tear the heart out of whoever it is trying to kill me.

      Shael shakes her head. “No. He wants to find proof first before he makes a formal accusation. Alden isn’t one to lay blame of a misdeed on a person without confirming their guilt or innocence first. As soon as he gathers the evidence he needs, I’m sure he’ll return to Alfheim.”

      “I understand,” Julian replies, not sounding in the least bit satisfied with Shael’s answer. “I suppose we’ll just have to wait then.”

      “Yes. I’m afraid we will,” Shael says with a faint smile as she studies Julian in his restrained state. “In the meantime, I believe we should begin making our way to the ballroom. Most of the guests have already arrived, and I know they’re all anxious to finally meet you, Sarah.”

      Without waiting for my reply, Shael begins to walk out of the room. Julian bends his right arm at the elbow for me to take. I slip my hand through it, and we follow my aunt out of the room with Nadia staying close behind us. We all walk to the elevator down the hallway, but instead of going down this time, we travel all the way up to the top floor.

      We step out into a rather large antechamber that’s empty of people except for the two male guards stationed on either side of a set of doors trimmed in gold. I can hear the notes of an orchestra playing just beyond the entrance and can only assume that the ballroom lays beyond them.

      “Let me go in first,” Shael tells me. “I’ll welcome everyone who came and then announce you.”

      “I don’t suppose I could just slip in through a side door instead,” I suggest, really hoping my aunt will let me but knowing in my heart that she won’t.

      “Nonsense,” Shael says with a shake of her head. “You’re the next ruler of this house, and the next queen of the alfar does not skulk around in the shadows. Now, be ready to walk in when I say your name.”

      Shael walks over to the doors and doesn’t even pause when she gets close to them. The guards seem to know what to do and open the doors for her to step through them, as if they had her strides perfectly timed inside their heads.

      “I don’t know if I can do this,” I say to Julian, feeling on the verge of fainting from nervousness. “I don’t know if I can be the future queen of the alfar.”

      “You can do anything you put your mind to,” Julian tells me, patting the hand I still have resting on his crooked arm. “And I’ll be here by your side every step of the way, Sarah.”

      I drag my eyes away from the doors and look into his rich hazel ones. I see a confidence there in me that I don’t quite feel in myself. I wish I could channel Julian’s feelings and use them to replace my own nervous ones, but since my empathic ability doesn’t work on him, I can’t.

      Instead, I take in a deep breath to help steady my nerves. When the doors to the ballroom open, I still don’t feel ready. I can hear people inside the room clapping and know that they are waiting for me to make my grand entrance.

      Basically, I have two options.

      I can either turn around and run away from my responsibility, or I can face it head-on and deal with what comes next as it happens. I think about meeting the young version of my dad and how he accepted the fact that he would die an early death. He didn’t try to change his fate or run away from it. He accepted what had to be and ended up living a happy life until the night he died. Becoming queen of the alfar may not be something that I want to happen, but it’s not something I can run away from either. Before I lose my nerve, I take one step forward and then another until Julian and I are standing at the entrance to the ballroom.

      I do my best to smile kindly at all the strangers staring at and judging me, and when the clapping stops, they all continue to stare as if they expect me to say a few words to them.

      Crap! Was I supposed to have a speech prepared? No one told me I would be expected to say something to a room full of people!

      I’ve always avoided public speaking whenever possible, but now it appears I’ll have to find a way to deal with it. I’m sure as queen I’ll end up having to make speeches to people from time to time. I guess now is as good a time as any to get used to that requirement.

      I swallow hard and say, “Thank you all for coming this evening, and thank you for your warm welcome.”

      I look over at Shael to indicate to her that that’s all I intend to say.

      She takes over from there and encourages everyone to enjoy themselves in her home. She then lifts her hand toward the orchestra, and they begin to play some music.

      Shael walks over to me and says, “I see making speeches isn’t something you’re comfortable with doing. We’ll need to work on that.”

      “I didn’t know I would be expected to say anything,” I confess in a whisper.

      “It’s all right, Sarah,” she says with an understanding smile. “No one here expects you to be perfect.”

      As far as I can tell, that is the first lie Shael has ever told me. I can feel her disappointment in me as well as the discontent of the others present in the room. I decide to shut off my empathic ability for now. If I’m going to make it through this night with at least a small amount of pride intact, I can’t let the feelings of those here affect me. I breathe a sigh of relief as I completely cut the tie I feel with everyone else’s emotions.

      “Now, let’s see,” Shael says, looking out at the sea of people as if she’s searching for someone in particular. “Hmm, that’s odd …”

      “What’s wrong?” I ask as Shael’s face scrunches up into a mask of bewilderment.

      “I can’t seem to find the rulers of the other houses,” she replies worriedly.

      Oh great. When someone doesn’t show up to your party, that usually means you’re being snubbed by them. Are the other houses sending a message to Shael that they will refuse to accept me as their ruler when the time comes? Will the discovery of my existence inadvertently break a one-hundred-year-old truce between all of the houses because they refuse to acknowledge me as the rightful heir to House Moonshade? Luckily, my imagination of everything that could go wrong is shut down when the double doors to the ballroom open again.

      Everyone present looks toward the entrance and sees the four people standing along the threshold to the room. I hear several gasps come from the crowd, but the loudest one comes from Shael herself.

      When I look at my aunt’s face, her expression isn’t the one I expected to see. I assumed I would see shock, but instead I see unmitigated fury.

      “Of all the gall,” she whispers angrily through gritted teeth.

      I look back at the four, who are still standing at the entryway to the room, but I don’t understand what about them is making Shael so livid.

      From the brief lesson Nadia gave me this afternoon about the ruling families of the other houses, I recognize Ireen from House Draconid, Wren from House Icefall, Jhann from House Nysas, and, last but not least, Aron from House Firestorm. Strangely enough, all of the men are dressed in the same vanilla-colored long coat suit. The coat has a jacquard embroidery pattern with crystal buttons down the front and a short beaded collar. Draped around their necks are three strings of white pearls. Ireen is wearing a dress that’s the same vanilla color with a three-quarter-sleeved, crystal-beaded bodice and a gold necklace with a circular medallion in the shape of a dragon. Clasped between its teeth appears to be a moonlight stone, which seems odd to me. I was under the impression that only those in House Moonshade were allowed to have jewelry embellished with moonlight stones. I immediately assume the necklace has a double, possibly subtlety hostile, meaning.

      I notice Nadia walk over and stand beside Shael to quietly ask her, “What do you want me to do?”

      Shael stares at the quartet who are still standing in the entryway as she considers Nadia’s question. I know something is going on, but I don’t know what. I look over at Julian, but he simply shrugs his shoulders, indicating he’s as baffled as I am and doesn’t know what’s going on either.

      “There’s nothing we can do about it now,” Shael tells her in a resigned voice. “Every house is represented. I thought for sure Nysas and Icefall would bow out of this.”

      Nadia looks toward the entrance, specifically at Jhann Nysas, and says in a quiet, hurt voice, “I did too.”

      “What’s happening?” I whisper urgently to them both.

      Shael looks over at me with true regret on her face. “I’m so sorry, Sarah. I thought I could spare you from having to make this decision until you were ready. I had no idea they would all come to an agreement so quickly.”

      “You’re not making any sense,” I say, still bewildered and growing a little angry at not being given a satisfactory answer to explain what has everyone so shocked and Shael upset. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Shael sighs before saying, “Each house has sent a representative for you to choose from.”

      “Choose one to do what with?” I ask, still confused.

      “To marry.”
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      “To what?” I exclaim. My outburst instantly causes everyone present to stop talking and stare directly at me.

      Shael smiles brightly and turns to me, whispering, “Calm yourself, and we’ll figure a way out of this later. Right now, we need to play along and not give the other houses the upper hand in this situation. Smile if you understand what I’m telling you.”

      I don’t want to smile. I want to scream at the top of my lungs that whoever wants the crown can have the damn thing and then proceed to run out of the room as quickly as possible.

      But I can’t do that. I can’t turn my back on my family or my responsibilities to the alfar. So, I smile. It’s the fakest smile of my life, but I keep it plastered on my face as I ask Shael, “What exactly am I expected to do now?”

      “We need to go greet the candidates, so I can introduce them to you. I understand your confusion and your anger. Believe me, I’m furious on the inside too, but both of us must appear cool, calm, and collected to everyone in this room. It’s imperative that we at least act like we’re in complete control of this situation.”

      “I understand. Just give me a second before we walk over there.” I turn to Julian and see an expression so dark and menacing on his face that I fear he might tear the throats of my four would-be suitors out before I can even meet with them. “Julian, look at me.”

      He doesn’t look at me. I’m not even sure he heard me speak. So I pinch him hard on the arm to gain his attention. He doesn’t turn his head, but he does cast his eyes in my direction.

      “Stay calm,” I whisper to him. “I’m not about to marry one of these people. I love you, and nothing will ever change that.”

      Julian returns his gaze to the foursome still standing just inside the ballroom.

      “Go,” he says in a low, gravelly voice. “Do what you have to do to end this.”

      Not exactly the most encouraging words ever spoken, but at least his body is losing some of its tenseness.

      “Let’s go say hello to our guests, Sarah,” Shael prods me.

      I follow her lead toward the doorway and feel a measure of relief when I notice Nadia fall in step directly behind us. As we approach the four representatives from all the houses, I decide to lower the wall I put up to shield me from everyone’s emotions just enough to know the true nature of those in front of me.

      Aron Firestorm’s emotions are no surprise. He’s enjoying the drama he and the others have caused by walking into the room together. His hunger for power seems to know no bounds, yet I sense that he’s keeping something of himself hidden from those around him. He’s holding back a secret and plans to reveal it at a time of his choosing. I still don’t understand how Nadia ever dated a world-class ass like him, and I wonder why the death of his mother the summer of his junior year at Valengard Academy had such an adverse effect on his personality.

      Ireen Draconid’s emotions are practically a mirror of Aron’s, which doesn’t surprise me too much. From what Nadia told me earlier, Ireen and her mother have been scheming for a way to gain more power for quite some time. What better or faster way to make that happen than to marry into House Moonshade?

      Wren Icefall’s emotions actually do bring a smile to my face. He’s bored, and I can feel his anxiousness to have this night over with as quickly as possible. He desperately seems to want to get back to something he considers more important than offering himself up like a sacrificial lamb. From what little I know about him, I can only conclude that he wants to get out of here and go paint something.

      Jhann Nysas is the calmest and most reserved of them all. I notice that his eyes never leave Nadia as we walk to the front of the room. Interesting. His emotions appear to run deep for my future sentinel, but it seems as though he’s hiding his own feelings for her from everyone, including himself. For whatever reason, he’s in self-denial about how much he cares for her, but I’m not sure why he would do something so self-destructive.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” Shael says as we stop in front of the group. “I must confess that you’ve all taken me slightly by surprise. I didn’t realize your houses had come to a consensus about my proposal.”

      Her proposal? Was all of this Shael’s idea?

      “My house and House Draconid didn’t see any reason to wait to make our bid,” Aron tells us.

      “And I,” Jhann speaks up, “and the Icefall family decided your niece should be offered the chance to join Moonshade with a respectable house.”

      “Always so high and mighty, Jhann,” Ireen says condescendingly with a roll of her eyes as she crosses her arms over her chest. She casts a withering gaze in Jhann’s direction that would make a lesser man cower in the corner. “You’re here for the same reason as the rest of us.”

      “And what exactly would that reason be?” I ask Ireen, deciding that if these people want me to choose one of them to marry, I shouldn’t try to hide my own personality from them. I get the distinct feeling from both Ireen and Aron that they believe they’re superior to me in every way that counts. I really hate people who see themselves so far above everyone else that they can’t imagine being rejected by anyone.

      Ireen looks me straight in the eyes and says, “To have you choose one of us to marry so we can reap the benefits of being joined to House Moonshade forever.”

      I may not like Ireen, but at least she is honest about her reason for coming to the ball.

      “I appreciate brutal honesty,” I tell her truthfully. “So that’s one point in your favor.” I look around at the other three and ask, “What do the rest of you have to offer me?”

      The men look a little taken aback by my question. I’m not sure if they’re just not used to being spoken to so bluntly, or if they expected me to be shy since I’m a newcomer to their world. Whatever the reason, they need to get over it, because I’m not in the mood to coddle them.

      “I have only myself to offer, I’m afraid,” Aron tells me in mock humility. “Oh, and the second most powerful house in all of Alfheim.”

      “Second best is just another way of saying first loser,” I reply smugly. “Next?”

      Ireen lets out a small giggle. “I like you,” she tells me, sounding surprised that she’s making such a statement. “I didn’t think I would, but I actually do.”

      “Thanks. I think.” I’m not quite sure how to take Ireen’s backhanded compliment, but her sentiment seemed sincere enough.

      I look at Wren Icefall and wait for him to tell me why I should choose him to be my husband.

      “I, uh …” he begins, looking nervous under my scrutiny. “I’m a good person, and I would never make you do anything you didn’t want to do.”

      “You should also know that Wren isn’t exactly into girls,” Aron points out unnecessarily. “So don’t expect him to knock you up anytime soon. I, on the other hand, wouldn’t stop until you were plump with the next heir to both of our houses.”

      When I look at Aron, I’m sure my expression relays to him just how revolting I find his statement to be. Plump with his child? Who says that?

      “And what about you, Lord Nysas,” I say to Jhann as I look him in the eyes. “What do you offer me?”

      “Mutual respect,” he replies, keeping it simple and honest. “I would always value your opinion, and we could keep certain houses,” Jhann gives Aron a scathing sideways glance, “in their place.”

      I look over at Ireen and have to ask, “I know one of the most important things to the alfar is having an heir to carry on the royal line. How exactly would you be able to help me with that?”

      “It may not be an ideal situation, but my father has sperm stored that we could use to fertilize your eggs with. I know I’m not as well equipped to keep you barefoot and pregnant like the boys here, but I can assure you I would treat you as my equal.”

      “Until she finds a way to take you out of the picture and assume the throne for herself,” Aron is quick to argue.

      “You only say that because it’s something you would do to her, you coldhearted bastard,” Ireen tells him disdainfully.

      “I’ll have you know …”

      “Stop,” I say, pointing to both of them with each of my index fingers. “I have no intention of marrying someone who acts like a child. So either get your acts together or take your names out of the running altogether.”

      Both Aron and Ireen press their lips tightly together and make the wise decision to not say another word.

      “And miracles really can happen,” Wren jests, looking between Ireen and Aron in shock.

      I look at them all and say, “I thank each of you for declaring your availability to me as a potential husband or wife. And I will certainly take into consideration what each of you have said this evening. I look forward to getting to know you all better as time goes by, and I hope you enjoy the rest of the ball.”

      I return my attention to Shael and see a look of pride on her face. The strength of her emotions tells me how pleased she is with how well I handled the others. We turn to leave and head back to where we left Julian when a male voice calls out Shael’s name from behind us.

      Involuntarily, we both turn to see who addressed her.

      Galan Firestorm is the man who spoke, but he’s not standing alone. The other family members of the other houses come to stand behind their candidate in a show of solidarity. Galan is the only one who steps forward until he’s standing in front of Shael and me. I notice Nadia inch up closer to Shael’s side and can feel her distrust of Galan’s intentions.

      “There’s one other thing that the other houses and I agreed upon,” Galan tells Shael, without even bothering to look in my direction. “Now that we have presented our candidates to you, your niece must choose which one of them she intends to marry, and her decision must be rendered tonight.”

      “That’s outrageous!” Shael says. “Sarah is new to this world. You can’t expect her to make a decision when she barely even knows the four of them.”

      “The proposal you sent out states that if all four of the houses agree upon a strategy for heir-succession, we can then determine the parameters of the engagement and subsequent marriage between the two houses. You said you wanted to unite us. This is the way you do it, Shael. She either picks someone, or House Moonshade will be viewed as a monarchy that only follows the rules when they want to. Is that really the way you wish for your legacy to be remembered?”

      Shael takes a small step forward and says to Galan in a low, menacing voice, “Just because I refused your offer of marriage doesn’t mean you can bully my niece into making a decision she isn’t prepared to make. She needs more time, Galan. That’s all I’m asking for.”

      “If you expect us to accept her as our next queen, she needs someone who has been raised here and knows the ins and outs of Alfheim. Otherwise, none of our houses will bow down to you like we have for the last one hundred years. Either take this deal, or there will be a war to determine which house should rule next.”

      “This isn’t fair, Galan,” Shael says heatedly, “and you know it!”

      “Pick which one you want, Shael. Peace or war. The choice is yours.”

      When Shael doesn’t say anything else, I feel the walls of the room begin to close in on me.

      Are they serious? Do they honestly expect me to choose one of these four veritable strangers to spend the rest of my life with? I’m beginning to think all alfar are nuts and that Julian and I should run to the breach as quickly as we can before any more misfortune can befall us here.

      “Can you at least give me until the end of the ball to make a decision?” I ask Galan.

      Finally, he turns his head to look at me, but I sincerely wish he hadn’t. All I see in his eyes is unadulterated disdain.

      “If you ascend to the throne,” he says to me, “will you end up abandoning us like your father did?”

      I feel sure he stated his question the way he did to provoke my temper. It almost works, until I feel him start to gloat over his small jab at my father’s expense.

      “I won’t leave,” I assure him. “When I say I’ll do something, I do it, and I would much rather you refrain from trying to disparage my honor until I’ve actually done something to deserve it from you.”

      Galan is obviously impressed that I stood up to him, but it’s not enough to change his bad opinion of me.

      “I guess we’ll see,” he says. “Yes, you may have until the end of the ball to make your decision, but no matter what, you have to choose one of them before you leave this room tonight.”

      I nod my head in understanding. Right now, all I want is to get Shael alone so we can discuss my options here. There has to be a way out of this mess. There’s always a loophole. You just have to be tenacious enough to find one.

      I don’t really feel like saying thank you to this arrogant ass, so I don’t. I just turn my back on him and continue to make my way back to Julian. Considering my companion still has a dark and murderous look on his face, I have to assume he listened to all of my conversations. It’s just as well. His eavesdropping will save us time since I don’t have to give him a rundown of all the exchanges.

      “You and Julian should dance,” Shael suggests, still wearing her polite smile for all the world to see. “And Julian, I need for you to listen to me very carefully while you’re dancing. I assume you can do that?”

      “Yes,” Julian says with practically no emotion. “I’ll be able to hear you speak, even if it’s just a whisper.”

      “Good.” Shael lifts a hand in the air as she looks over at the orchestra. “Now go. And try to look like you’re having a good time.”

      Julian takes one of my hands and leads me into the center of the room. As the orchestra begins a waltz, we fall into a natural rhythm with the music. Gradually, other couples in the room join us on the dance floor.

      “I’m so sorry I got us into this mess,” I tell Julian.

      “It’s not your fault,” he replies, but his voice sounds cold and detached. I don’t like it. At least not when he’s talking to me.

      Julian looks up toward where I know Shael is standing.

      “Is she telling you something?”

      Julian nods his head. I’m not sure if it’s an answer to my question or a silent response to something Shael said.

      “Does she have a solution?” I ask urgently, desperately needing a light of hope that we can find an easy way out of what seems to be an appalling situation.

      To my surprise, Julian actually cracks a smile.

      “You should know that your aunt truly does love you,” Julian says, finally turning his gaze to me. The coldness of his expression begins to melt. “She’s telling me to run away with you until she can sort everything out. She did send out a proposal to all the houses about a marriage between one of them and you, but she never thought they would ever come to an agreement and certainly not this quickly. It was more of a countermeasure to keep them bickering amongst themselves. Apparently, House Firestorm and Draconid were pushing for a marriage between you and one of them to strengthen their own houses. She assumed House Nysas and Icefall would refuse to join the pact. Their willingness to participate surprises her, but she blames herself for the situation you’re in and regrets not having prepared a contingency plan for this outcome.”

      “So there isn’t a loophole?” I ask, feeling my heart sink into the pit of my stomach. “There has to be a way out of this!”

      “There is,” Julian says. “We leave here and never come back.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t do that. Galan threatened to start a war to take the throne away from Shael if I renege on this deal. I can’t plunge the alfar into a war that I can prevent. There has to be a way out of this. There just has to be.”

      Something draws Julian’s attention toward the front of the room.

      “Alden is back,” he informs me.

      I glance toward the entrance and see Alden walk in with two other men I don’t recognize, but I know they’re part of the Valengard by the way they’re dressed. Julian and I stop dancing when it’s obvious the three men are heading straight toward us.

      “He must have something important to tell us,” I say. “He just walked right by Shael without saying a word.”

      I can’t read Alden’s emotions. He’s still blocked from me for some reason, and the two men with him are almost like blank slates. The only emotion I can feel coming from either of them is grim determination.

      When Alden is only five feet away from us, I watch as he slides one of his hands inside the front of his jacket, pulls out a small pistol, and aims it straight toward my head before pulling the trigger.
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      Three things happen all at once.

      One, Julian places his body in the line of fire and takes at least five point-blank bullets directly in his chest.

      Two, Nadia barrels into Alden and tackles him to the floor, where they both grapple for possession of the gun that’s still in his hand.

      Three, the two guards who were with Alden take advantage of Julian falling to his knees in front of me after being wounded and Nadia trying to disarm Shael’s sentinel. They both head straight toward me to finish what Alden failed to do: kill me. The one on my right is holding out a nasty looking knife with a serrated edge pointed in my direction, and the other one appears to want to strangle me, since he has his arms and hands stretched out at neck level, which brings a picture to my mind of Frankenstein from the movies.

      I’m completely unguarded with no idea who I should turn to for help. Thankfully, I have people around me who are more equipped to handle situations like this than I am.

      I see Jhann Nysas run up behind the man with the knife and wrap his right arm around my assailant’s neck in a chokehold to stop the man’s forward progress. Wren Icefall grabs the same man’s wrist and twists it. I hear a distinct snap as the man’s bones are broken. The knife he’s holding falls to the floor with a loud clatter.

      Ireen Draconid ends up being the biggest surprise of the evening. As if defying gravity itself, she launches herself into the air and delivers an almost fatal roundhouse kick to the other guard’s head, causing him to fall to the floor unconscious. At least I think he’s unconscious. Either that or she just broke his neck. When she lands squarely back on her high-heeled shoes in a swirl of chiffon, she looks at me and smiles triumphantly.

      “You sure do throw one hell of a party,” she tells me, smiling from the exhilaration of it all while she catches her breath.

      By this time, more guards are rushing through the doorway to help, but the situation has been mostly defused. Alden and Nadia are still wrestling on the floor, but Shael has the gun he used safely in her possession.

      I begin to bend down to check on Julian, but before I can, he rises to his feet and walks over to where Alden and Nadia are still fighting. Without any warning, Julian grabs Alden by the front of the throat and slams him onto his back on the floor.

      “Look at me!” Julian orders harshly as he studies Alden’s face, more specifically, his eyes.

      “Damn it,” Julian curses under his breath. He places his face directly over Alden’s and says, “I order you to return to your normal self and disregard whatever orders you were given. Nod your head if you understand me.”

      I watch as Alden begins to blink his eyes rapidly, as if he is just waking up from a deep sleep, and nods his head as per Julian’s instructions.

      I hear a woman scream behind me and turn just in time to see the man who was trying to kill me with the knife run the blade’s edge across his own throat.

      I gasp in surprise and disgust as blood gushes from the man’s neck like a geyser.

      Julian quickly stands in front of me to block the dying man’s body from my view, but it’s too late. The image is forever a part of my memories now.

      As Julian wraps his arms around me, I feel my body begin to tremble not so much from fear, but from shock caused by the whole situation.

      “I can’t live like this anymore,” I tell him as my emotions become a jumbled mess mixed with fear, anger, and tiredness. “It has to stop, Julian. It just has to.”

      “I know,” he agrees as he tightens his arms around my shoulders, providing me with the illusion of safety. “If it’s any consolation, Alden and the others didn’t have control over their actions, and the list of suspects just got very small.”

      I pull back enough to look up at Julian’s face.

      “How do you know that?” I ask.

      “Alden was under a vampire’s compulsion,” he reveals. “I suspect the others were too.”

      “Why would a vampire want to kill me?” I ask. “And which one?”

      “I’m not sure,” Julian says, looking in Alden’s direction. “But we might have all the answers we need sitting over there.”

      Julian lets me go so we can walk over to Alden, who is still sitting on the floor looking dazed and confused while rubbing the back of his head with one hand.

      When we approach, he looks up at us and asks, “How did I get here, and why does my head hurt so damn much?”

      Julian bends down on one knee in front of Alden and asks, “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      Alden thinks about Julian’s question as if he’s trying to recollect a distant memory.

      “I remember watching a corrupted version of a video the person who hired the werewolf and the warlock posted on the dark web,” he says. “Our tech guy was able to pull it off of the werewolf’s computer, even though the link no longer existed. A version of it was still on the hard drive, but we couldn’t make out the face, only that the person was female because of the voice. Then we traced the video to a particular IP address and went to the house where it originated from. When she opened the door, I couldn’t believe that she was the one who had been behind everything.”

      “Who was it?” Julian asks, his voice becoming as cold as ice. “Which vampire compelled you and the other two to kill Sarah?”

      Alden looks into Julian’s eyes. “It was Evie.”

      Julian immediately begins to shake his head. “That can’t be,” he denies. “Evie isn’t even in New Orleans. She lives in Rome. And she would never try to kill me, much less one of my companions.”

      “It was Evie, Julian,” Alden insists. “I’m not lying to you about this. The memory of her face is as clear as yours is to me right now. Evie is the one who’s been trying to kill Sarah.”

      Julian remains silent for a few seconds as he lets this new revelation sink in.

      Confused by their conversation, I have to ask, “Who exactly is Evie? And why would she want to kill me?”

      The first thing that comes into my mind is that this Evie is a past lover of Julian’s and wants to kill me out of jealousy. A woman scorned and all …

      Julian stands to his feet but continues to look down at Alden.

      “What’s the address where you found her?” he asks calmly. “I need to find out what’s going on, because this makes absolutely no sense to me.”

      “It’s on Dauphine Street,” Alden tells him.

      After he tells us the house number, Julian turns to me and says, “I need to go back to New Orleans and find out if what Alden remembers is true.”

      He starts to walk away, but I grab one of his arms and stop him.

      “Who the hell is Evie, Julian?” I demand more forcefully. “And why would she want to kill me?”

      “She’s my friend,” he replies, looking hurt and confused as he says the words, because friends don’t try to kill you and those you love. “That’s why this doesn’t make any sense, Sarah. Evie is the kindest of us all. She wouldn’t hurt a fly, much less try to kill one of her closest friends. I need to go back to Earth. I need to understand why she’s doing this to us.”

      “I’m going with you,” I declare, letting go of his arm. “Let’s go.”

      As we start to walk out of the room, Nadia quickly walks up to be by my side. When we approach the doorway, I begin to feel a pressure build in front of me that forces me to stop walking. Julian and Nadia exit the room with no problem, but I’m being blocked by something, and I suspect that something is magic. I stop trying to leave the room and turn around to find Galan Firestorm standing a few feet away from me.

      “You can’t leave,” he informs me rather smugly. “At least not until you choose someone to marry.”

      “You have got to be kidding me!” I say in exasperation. “We finally know who’s been trying to kill me the past few days, and you’re trying to force a decision out of me right this second? Have you lost your mind as well as your common decency?”

      “A deal is a deal,” Galan replies, folding his arms in front of his chest, symbolizing that he’s an unmovable force to be reckoned with. “All you have to do is choose someone to marry to gain your freedom.”

      I have a few choice words I want to say but refrain from such profanity because I doubt anyone here would regard it in a favorable light.

      “Well, it won’t be your son,” I tell Galan with a great deal of satisfaction.

      “Then who will it be?” he asks, clearly disappointed but sticking to his guns.

      It would probably surprise everyone to know that I have planned for this contingency and have already decided which person I will pick to marry—not that I have any intention of ever marrying the man. But to satisfy everyone involved and buy me some time to find a way out of the situation, I know the perfect person to choose.

      “I select Jhann Nysas,” I announce. “Now, would you please lower the barrier keeping me in here so I can leave?”

      “Since you’ve now lived up to your end of the bargain,” Galan replies, “you have satisfied the condition of the spell. You can exit the room anytime you wish, Princess.”

      “Thank you,” I reply irritably as I quickly turn around and walk over to Julian and Nadia.

      I look between both of their confused faces and say, “I’ll explain my plan later. Right now, I want to get out of here.”

      I don’t wait for them to respond as I head directly for the elevator.

      Once we’re inside and on our way down, both Julian and Nadia begin to bombard me with questions about my decision.

      “Quiet!” I yell at them. “You should both know that I have no intention of ever marrying Jhann. For one,” I say, looking at Nadia, “he’s in love with you, even though he’s trying to hide his feelings for you for some reason. And secondly,” I say, looking up at Julian, “I love you. There’s no way in hell I would marry someone else when you’re the only man I will ever want to share my heart or my bed with. Now, get those looks of shock off your faces and try to help me come up with a solution so we can all get what we want in the end.”

      “I may have one part of the solution to your dilemma,” Nadia tells me, “but we’ll need to tread carefully. We’ll also need to have Shael on board with what I’m proposing we do.”

      “I don’t think her cooperation will be a problem,” I say. “What’s your plan?”

      The door to the elevator opens.

      “We’ll have time to discuss it later,” Nadia tells us, stepping out of the door and into a stone hallway. “Let’s solve one problem at a time. The sooner we can make it safe for you to return to Earth, the better.”

      I couldn’t agree with her more. Together, we walk down the long dark hallway. This floor feels more like a dungeon than anything else. There’s a hollowness inside the walls that only a great deal of pain and suffering can leave traces of behind.

      “What is this place?” I ask Nadia, feeling a chill of loneliness and despair drag its fingers down my back.

      “It’s the basement of the castle,” she tells me.

      “Was this place ever used as a dungeon in the past?” I ask.

      Nadia glances at me. “Yes. This is where the portal to Earth is, because the mage who created it was being held prisoner here at the time.”

      We turn the corner at the end of the hallway and walk into a room lined with Valengard. There must be at least twenty of them evenly spaced around the room, standing completely still and deathly quiet. They watch our every move but remain silent.

      The portal itself reminds me of a whirlpool of water with the light of the sun shining through it, causing a prism effect of colors.

      “I assume we just step through it?” I ask Nadia.

      “You are assuming right. Julian, why don’t you go through first? I’ll go in last.”

      Before Julian walks through, I grab his arm and force him to look at me.

      “Don’t you dare use that fancy super speed of yours and go see this Evie without us,” I tell him, knowing that’s exactly what he plans to do, even if he hasn’t said as much yet.

      “It would be better if I confronted her alone,” he tries to argue, but I’m not having any of it.

      “Promise me you won’t go to her without me,” I say. “We’re in this together, and I’m the one who’s been the target of her attacks. I want to know why she’s been trying to kill me, and I want to hear her explanation with my own two ears.”

      “All right,” he relents. “But if I sense that your life is in jeopardy, I’m getting you out of there, and I won’t be asking for your permission first.”

      “I’m fine with that.”

      Julian walks through the portal and disappears. I quickly follow him just to make sure he doesn’t try to leave me behind, even though he said he wouldn’t. The room we enter actually looks identical to the one we just left, including the Valengard standing watch around the perimeter of the room. Once all three of us are back on Earth, Nadia instructs us to meet her at the front of the house where she’ll bring a car around.

      I have no idea where the front of the house is, because the last time I was here, I was totally blind and on the verge of death. However, Julian seems to know exactly where we’re going. He takes one of my hands and leads me through what looks like a historical mansion to the first floor where the front door is.

      While we wait for Nadia to bring the car to us, I ask Julian, “Are you mad at me for choosing an alfar to marry? You know that I had to do it. They were never going to let me leave that room without making a decision.”

      Without making a verbal reply, Julian pulls me into his arms and kisses me. Okay, I definitely like his response, but it’s not exactly an answer to my question. However, I don’t complain. It feels like forever since he last kissed me, and the taste of his mouth is like sucking on a pot of golden honey that’s been warmed in the sun all day long. I feel my heart begin to race inside my chest as I wrap my arms around his neck, never wanting the kiss to end. I hear a car horn blare to gain our attention, but I don’t let go of Julian. I haven’t had my fill of him yet and not even an impatient Nadia will make me end our kiss early.

      When I finally do pull away from Julian, I look into his eyes and say, “I guess that means you’re not too mad at me for what I did.”

      “I’m not mad at you,” he whispers, leaning forward to kiss each of my cheeks tenderly. “I’m just mad at the situation is all. We both knew they would try to push you into a marriage with an alfar. I just didn’t realize it would happen so soon.”

      “We’ll get it straightened out,” I tell him. “You have my word on that.”

      Julian smiles like he wants to believe me but fears powers beyond my control might interfere with my plans for our future.

      “Come on,” he says. “Let’s go figure out what’s going on with Evie. What Alden told us just doesn’t make any sense to me. After you meet Evie, you’ll understand my confusion over this.”

      As we walk down the brick steps of the mansion together toward the black Mercedes Nadia brought around, I say, “You said she was a friend of yours, right? So does that mean she’s one of the good vampires and not a wild one?”

      “Yes, she’s a good one. She’s quite famous in Italy as a concert violinist. Though she rarely ever visits the States. I’m not sure why she’s here now.”

      Apparently to kill me is what I think but not what I say out loud.

      “I guess we’ll find out,” I reply instead.

      On the drive to Dauphine Street, Nadia gives us more details about her plan to poise Julian in a position where marrying him in Alfheim might be possible.

      “But it all hinges on you finding a way to make Julian human again,” she tells me. “They’ll never let you marry him while he’s still a vampire. You have to give them the hope of having an heir for House Moonshade one day. Since vampires can’t sire children, no one there will support the marriage, no matter how much you love one another.”

      “Then we’ll just have to figure out how to make that happen,” I say confidently. “We have no other choice.”

      “You’re so sure that there is a cure,” Julian says in wonder. “How can you be so positive? I’ve looked for hundreds of years and come up empty-handed.”

      “I know it because I can’t see our story ending any other way. We’re meant to be together, Julian. You said it yourself that you’ve never been this close to discovering how to become human again. I think you’re almost there because you found me. I’m your lucky charm.”

      I hear Nadia make a derisive snort from the driver’s seat.

      “You don’t think I’m lucky?” I ask her.

      “Well, let’s see,” she says thoughtfully. “Julian has almost lost his life at least twice now, not counting what happened to him in Alfheim to save your life. And you’ve almost been killed how many times now since the two of you got together? Four or five times? I don’t know what counts as being lucky in your world or what kind of twisted life you’ve led up to this point, but none of that sounds at all lucky, if you ask me.”

      “She kind of has a point,” Julian reluctantly agrees.

      “I swear, you two,” I say with a disappointed shake of my head at them. I press my back against my seat and cross my arms over my chest to pout. “Why do the two of you want to focus on the negatives all the time? We’ve survived everything so far, haven’t we? That’s got to count for something.”

      “I knew it,” Nadia says, looking at me in the rearview mirror almost accusingly. “You’re one of those glass half-full kind of people. Always looking on the bright side, even if there isn’t one to be had.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being that way. One of us has to be the optimist of the group.”

      “I love that you’re optimistic about things,” Julian says, placing a hand on one of my thighs. “It’s not something I’m used to being around, but I am finding it quite addictive.”

      “We’re here,” Nadia announces as she pulls up to a two-story historic home on Dauphine Street.

      “It’s strange,” Julian says, looking at the painted brick house with brown shutters. “I can’t feel Evie’s presence. If she was anywhere in the city, I should be able to feel her.”

      “Maybe she isn’t here,” I suggest.

      “Odds are she is,” Julian replies, still looking baffled. “After Alden was compelled to kill you, he would have headed straight to Alfheim after she gave him his instructions. I don’t think she’s had time to get far enough away so that I can’t sense her presence.”

      “Well,” I say, looking at the house, “let’s see if she’s home and go from there.”

      We all get out of the car and walk up to the front door. We don’t have to knock or even push the doorbell to announce our arrival.

      A young woman with flame red hair in curly short pigtails on top of her head opens the door. She’s wearing a dress that is vintage steampunk complete with a brown leather corset and flowing skirt. She looks to be around the age of seventeen, even though I know she’s much older than that. It’s obvious that she’s been crying, because her eyes are bloodshot and her nose is red.

      “Julian …” she sobs, looking surprised but at the same time relieved to see him.

      Julian moves so fast I don’t see him grab the woman until he has her by the throat with her back up against the wall of the small foyer inside the house.

      “Why, Evie?” he demands harshly. “Why have you been trying to kill Sarah?”

      Evie looks startled and confused by Julian’s questions, but finally answers, “Because that’s what I was told to do.”

      “Who gave you that order?” he screams at her. “Who?”

      Evie looks even more bewildered as she replies in a hoarse whisper, “You did, Julian.”
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      To say I’m stunned by Evie’s revelation would be the understatement of the century.

      “Why are you lying to me?” Julian challenges harshly. I may not be able to feel Julian’s emotions, but the heartbreak in his voice is evident. He thinks Evie is being duplicitous in her answer, but I know she isn’t. I can feel the truth of her words and her own raw emotions.

      “Julian,” Evie pleads between sobs, “I’m not lying to you! Don’t you remember coming to me last Friday night in Atlanta, begging me to help you end your life? I did everything I could to try to talk you out of it, but you insisted it was what you wanted.”

      “That’s a lie!” he screams at her again, refusing to accept what his friend is telling him, but he has to know deep down that the scenario is entirely possible and more than likely true.

      Evie’s emotional breakdown becomes hard for me to watch as she starts to cry that much harder from Julian’s terse accusation. He keeps her body pinned tightly to the wall, even though she isn’t trying to escape his grasp. She doesn’t struggle or even beg him to set her free. All she can do is cry and look at Julian as if she’s lost her one and only friend in this world.

      “Let her go,” I tell him, walking into the foyer and placing a hand on his shoulder. “Julian, you need to let Evie go so we can talk to her and listen to what else she has to say.”

      Julian yanks his hand away from her neck, but Evie stays leaned up against the exposed brick wall looking like a frightened child. Her distraught gaze travels away from Julian to me. There’s no hatred in her eyes for me or even the least bit of disdain. She looks forlorn, tired, and uncertain as to what to say to me. I can’t imagine how awkward it is for her to come face to face with the person she’s been attempting to murder.

      “You say Julian is the one who told you to kill me?” I ask her, since Julian is standing stock-still and simply staring at Evie like he doesn’t know what to say to her next.

      Evie slowly nods her head and looks back at Julian.

      “You came to my hotel room in Atlanta last Friday night,” she tells him, causing Julian’s back to immediately stiffen. Realization of what must have happened finally begins to sink in. “You told me that you couldn’t go on living the life of a vampire and that it was breaking you in two because you were having to force yourself on Sarah in order to feed off her. You begged me to help you end your life, and you said the simplest way for that to happen would be for me to kill Sarah. You even gave me specific instructions on how to find people on the dark web to hire and do the job for me so I wouldn’t have to watch you die.”

      “Why were you in Atlanta?” Julian asks in a quiet voice.

      Of all the questions he could have asked Evie, I thought that one was the oddest.

      “I was there to play at a private event, but it ended up being cancelled,” she says, wiping a fresh set of tears off her cheeks. “You came to my room that night and asked me to help you with your death wish.”

      “That wasn’t me,” Julian tells her. “I mean … it was my body, but I wasn’t in control of it at the time. I don’t remember coming to see you or asking you to kill Sarah for me.”

      “You weren’t in control of your body?” Evie asks, looking baffled by his choice of words. “That doesn’t make any sense, Julian. If you weren’t in control, who was?”

      Julian sighs deeply as he closes his eyes and leans his head back slightly, accepting the story Evie is telling us.

      “There’s a lot I need to explain to you,” he tells her, sounding weary of the whole situation.

      “Then let’s go upstairs to the living room,” Evie suggests. “And you can tell me everything that’s been going on and why Mira has called for the conclave to take place early. She refused to tell me the reason over the phone.”

      All four of us walk up to the second floor where a small living room and kitchen make up the main area. It only takes us a little while to tell Evie everything that happened in Destin and why Julian wasn’t in control of his body at the time.

      “Now that we have you up to speed on things,” I say to Evie, “mind if I ask you a few questions?”

      “Shoot,” Evie says, then cringes. “Sorry. That was probably a poor choice of words considering the people I sent after you.”

      “About that,” I say. “Why did they kill themselves after they failed to kill me?”

      “It was something Julian told me to do. Or, I guess, not-Julian. Whatever you want to call him when he isn’t himself. He specifically instructed me to compel the people to kill themselves if they failed in their mission to assassinate you. I asked him why, because an order like that was so out of the ordinary for him, and he said he didn’t want anyone to figure out what we were doing by questioning these people.”

      “If they had been left alive,” Julian says, “I would have figured out what was going on when the werewolf first started this whole mess.”

      “And what about the alfar weapon the warlock used on me?” I say. “Is that something he just happened to have in his arsenal?”

      “No,” Evie looks at Julian. “You gave it to me. I didn’t know what it was, but you told me to hire a warlock and that they would be able to figure out how to use it to kill Sarah.”

      “And the woman from Destin,” I say to Evie, “you never saw her? She didn’t come with Julian when he found you in Atlanta?”

      Evie shakes her head vigorously, causing her curly pigtails to bounce.

      “Not that I know of,” she replies. “Only Julian came to my room that night. As soon as he convinced me to help him, he left.”

      “That seems strange to me,” I say, looking over at Julian. “Why didn’t the woman test Evie to see if she contains the soul she’s looking for?”

      Julian slowly shakes his head as he says, “I have no idea. Maybe her plan to use Evie was more important for some reason. Or, maybe she lied to you about looking for a particular spirit. At this point, I don’t think we can trust anything that she told you.”

      “Well, one thing is obvious,” Nadia chimes in, “she never intended to kill Julian or Petru in Destin, even though you found them near death. If her plan all along was to try to make these attempts on your life, then she must have known you would feel Julian’s life ebbing away and seek him out to save him.”

      “But why did she want me to go there?” I ask as my mind swirls with confusion.

      Nadia shrugs. “You’ll have to ask her that question once we figure out where she’s hiding, because I honestly have no clue.”

      “I don’t understand why she went through all of the trouble of dragging Evie into this and placing Sarah’s life in jeopardy,” Julian says.

      “I don’t understand it either,” Nadia admits. “If she wanted either one of you dead, you would be. She had ample opportunity to do it while she was controlling you during those two days. It seems like she has some other motive that we’re just not seeing yet. She’s obviously working toward some particular goal. We just need to figure it out before she accomplishes it.”

      “One more thing,” Julian says, returning his attention to Evie, “why can’t I feel your presence?”

      Evie reaches up and touches the dangling earrings in her lobes.

      “You gave me these earrings and told me they had been enchanted so no other vampire could sense my presence.”

      A sudden buzzing noise fills the silence. I look over at Nadia and see her pull out a cell phone from a hidden pocket in the folds of her full skirt. She glances at the screen and then says, “Catch,” to Julian as she tosses the phone to him.

      “One of the guards at the house returned your phone to me while I was getting the car,” she explains.

      “And why would an alfar guard have your phone?” I ask Julian.

      “They wouldn’t let me take it to Alfheim,” he replies. “Something about not wanting me to take pictures with it.”

      Julian looks down at the phone’s screen to see who is calling before sliding his finger over the glass to accept the call. I don’t even have to ask who’s reaching out to him. I can hear Mira’s angry voice clearly from where I’m sitting.

      “Somebody’s not a happy camper,” Nadia comments with raised eyebrows. “I’m glad I’m not the one she’s angry with.”

      “Shh,” I tell her as I try to make out what Mira is saying, but I soon discover that it’s pointless. She’s speaking in Hungarian, and I can’t understand a word she’s yelling anyway.

      Evie leans forward in her chair and whispers, “She’s telling Julian that he should have contacted her as soon as he returned to the city.”

      I lean forward too so our heads are closer together. “Is that all?”

      Evie listens for a moment more before saying, “She says Petru has been trying to get in touch with Julian. He and someone named Gage have found a warlock who can help do what he wants. She isn’t saying what though. I assume you know what they’re referring to.”

      I nod. “We’re looking for someone who can talk to the spirit inside Julian to see what we have to do to make her leave his body. Like Julian told you earlier, we’re hoping to find a way to rid you all of the ghosts haunting you.”

      “To finally find a way to end this curse would be beyond wonderful,” Evie says excitedly, looking hopeful over the prospect of being human once again. “Can I come with you when you meet with this warlock?”

      “No!” Julian answers, having heard Evie’s question. “We don’t know if this person can be trusted yet or if what we’re going to try will even work. Let me be the guinea pig. I refuse to put anyone else’s life in danger until I have all of the facts.”

      Evie sighs in disappointment and sits back in her chair, looking like a petulant teenager who’s just been reprimanded by her parent.

      Julian returns his attention back to Mira on the phone and tells her he’ll call her back when he has more information. He doesn’t waste any time before calling Petru to let him know that we’re back in town and to arrange a meeting with the warlock Gage found. From Julian’s side of the call, I know that the warlock is here in New Orleans and that Julian wants to meet with him first thing in the morning.

      After Julian ends the call, he looks up at me and says, “Petru will text me the address and time for the meeting tomorrow. Hopefully this works and we can finally put an end to all of this once and for all.”

      “We still have a few things in Alfheim to deal with,” I say, turning my attention back to Nadia. “When should we put the first part of your plan into motion?”

      “I say we go back there now and do it while everyone is still gathered at the ball,” she answers.

      “Do you think people will still be there?” I ask. “I thought everyone would leave, considering there was a dead body bleeding all over the floor when we left.”

      “None of them will leave until you say the ball is over. It’s bad manners otherwise.”

      “Then let’s go,” I say, standing up to leave.

      Evie walks us to the front door.

      “Will you call me tomorrow after you meet with the warlock and let me know how it goes?” she asks Julian.

      “I will,” he promises, giving her a kiss on the forehead like she’s his little sister. “And no more playing with assassins, Evie.”

      Evie laughs nervously. “Yeah. Sorry about that. I thought I was doing you a favor.”

      “If you ever see me act out of character or ask you to do something odd for me again, talk to Sarah first.”

      “No worries about that. I’ll definitely get a second opinion next time.”

      The trip back to the alfar mansion only takes a few minutes. Before I know it, we’re all back inside the ballroom with everyone else in Alfheim. Nadia immediately goes to speak with Shael so we can set the next step of our plan into motion.

      “Meow!”

      I look down and see Viktor staring up at me as he taps his tail agitatedly against the ballroom floor. I can tell from the intensity of his glare and the speed with which he is tapping his tail that he’s upset with me. I assume it’s because I left him here in Alfheim when I returned to New Orleans.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, leaning down to pick him up in my arms. “It was an emergency. You’ll be happy to know that there won’t be any more assassins coming after me, and we can return to Earth soon.”

      This line of reasoning doesn’t seem to placate my cat very much. As I cradle him in my arms, he tilts his head up as if to say that I shouldn’t have left him behind and that he should never be an afterthought.

      “You’re right,” I tell him, feeling extremely guilty for my oversight. “I was being thoughtless about your feelings. Please don’t stay mad at me.”

      “You know,” Julian says from his place by my side. “It’s almost as if you understand exactly what he’s thinking without him actually having to tell you.”

      “Everything I need to know is in his body language,” I reply with a sigh. “Plus, I can still feel his emotions even when he’s in cat form. I’m sure that helps.”

      “Sarah …” I hear someone say.

      I turn my head in the direction of the voice and see Jhann Nysas walking up to me.

      I have no idea what to say to him and feel my mouth become dry from nervousness.

      “I thought it might be a good idea for us to talk,” Jhann says as he comes to stand in front of me. I see him eye Julian warily and wonder if this is the first time he’s ever been so close to a vampire.

      “Do you think we could put a pin in that discussion for right now?” I suggest to my chosen alfar fiancé. “I would rather do it when there aren’t so many prying ears around to hear what I have to say.”

      “I see,” Jhann replies, looking puzzled by my reluctance to speak with him. “When exactly would you like to discuss the plans for our wedding?”

      I let out a nervous laugh. “Why don’t we work on getting to know one another first?” I suggest, thinking this is a reasonable request. “We barely know each other.”

      “I see,” Jhann says again, even though he now looks suspicious about my motives for delaying our nuptials. “I will have my people coordinate with yours to arrange the engagement ceremony.”

      “Engagement ceremony?” I ask, taken slightly by surprise. “And what is that exactly?”

      Jhann smiles. I have to admit that it’s a nice one. I can certainly understand Nadia’s attraction to the head of House Nysas.

      “Basically, it’s a party where we declare our intention to marry one another. It’s an alfar tradition.”

      “I see,” I say, mimicking his words and earning a smile from him. “I’m not sure I have any ‘people’ yet, but I assume Shael has some who can handle the arrangements for me.”

      “Sarah,” I hear Nadia call out, drawing my attention to her as she walks up behind me. I notice her eyes dart in Jhann’s direction, but only briefly. “Shael is ready. Are you?”

      I nod. “Yes. I’m ready, but are you positive this is something you want to do?”

      “My job is to protect you,” Nadia states unequivocally. “And this is the best way I know how to do that and to help you reach at least one of your goals. If you’re happy, all of Alfheim will be too, in time.”

      I bend at the waist and set Viktor back down on the floor. When I stand back up, I tell Jhann, “I don’t mean to be rude, but there’s something I need to attend to right now. I promise that we’ll talk again soon.”

      “Of course,” he replies, inclining his head as he graciously accepts my departure.

      I return my attention to Nadia and say, “Lead the way.”

      Julian and Viktor follow behind me as Nadia and I make our way to my Aunt Shael.

      When we reach her, Shael asks Nadia, “Are you positive you want to do this? I know how hard and how much you’ve had to give up to get where you are in this house.”

      “My only concern is Sarah’s happiness and safety, Your Majesty,” Nadia replies. “That’s all I care about.”

      Shael accepts Nadia’s words, even if she looks reluctant to do so.

      “Then let’s get started,” she says before turning to Alden, who is by her side. “Gather everyone’s attention for me please.”

      Alden takes a step forward and says in a booming voice, “To all those present!” He shouts to the crowd, “Your queen would like to make an announcement!”

      Everyone in the room stops talking and forms a semicircle around where we stand. Once they’re all in place, Shael says, “As you all know, every member of the royal family is allowed to pick a member of the Valengard to serve as his or her sentinel. My niece, Sarah, has chosen the person she wants to fill this position for her.” Shael turns to Alden who hands her a small black box. She then turns toward me and says, “Sarah, please announce your choice and place the sentinel ring on the middle finger of the person’s right hand.”

      I take the ring box from Shael and face Nadia.

      “Nadia,” I say, “I choose you to be my sentinel. Do you accept this position?”

      “Yes, Princess Sarah,” she replies, curtsying before me. “I accept the duty and promise to always uphold the honor of my station and provide you with the best protection available.”

      I open the ring box. The sentinel ring is gold with flames etched on either side of the large yellow-orange sunstone gem in the center. I take the ring out of the box and place it on Nadia’s finger. Everyone in the crowd cheers and claps their hearty approval. They all seem to agree that I’ve made a wise decision in making Nadia my royal protector.

      I watch as Nadia gazes at the ring with a sad smile. She’s waited for this moment all of her life, ever since she was chosen as a young child to go to Valengard Academy. Now, she is the sentinel to the future queen of the alfar and all of her hard work and sacrifices are finally paying off. As I watch her grab the ring with the fingers of her left hand and slowly slip it off her finger, I almost wish I could stop her. But she’s made her decision to help place me that much closer to my goal.

      “As your sentinel,” Nadia says as she completely slides the ring off her finger, “my first and last act in your service is to choose someone who, I believe, can protect you better than I can.”

      Several gasps can be heard from the crowd, and I even hear a few people whisper to each other, “What is she doing?”

      “Since I am not bound by your constraint of only choosing a Valengard to be your sentinel,” Nadia says, turning to Julian, “I am selecting someone to replace me who has shown his courage and willingness to place his own welfare at risk in order to shield you from injury. Julian Movila, will you consider becoming Princess Sarah Marcel-Moonshade’s sentinel in order to keep her safe and protected from those who would mean her harm?”

      “I would consider it an honor,” Julian says reverently, understanding as well as I do what Nadia is giving up for us, “but I will only do so on the grounds that you stay on her protective detail as senior officer.”

      “I will continue to serve the princess in any capacity that she sees fit for me,” Nadia replies before turning around to hand the ring back to me. She then steps aside so I can walk up to Julian.

      “Julian Movila,” I say, unable to suppress a smile, “do you accept the position of being my sentinel?”

      “I do,” he replies with a small smile of his own.

      As I slip the ring on his finger, I hear Shael say in the background, “As you all know, the ring of a sentinel is worn on the center finger of the right hand to symbolize balance. Not only must a sentinel be ready to do everything in his or her power to protect the royal they are assigned to, but they must also lend them their wisdom when tough decisions have to be made. In the years to come, before and during her reign, I hope you will all encourage Princess Sarah to follow her heart in matters of state and to also lend her your encouragement in whatever decisions she will have to make. A leader is only effective when they have the support of their people behind them.”

      By making Julian my sentinel, Nadia has given him the status required to one day become my husband. As she mentioned to me a while back, Alden and Shael could marry one another if they wished, since he is her sentinel. It is a post which grants the bearer royal status among the alfar. Considering how much time a sentinel spends with the noble they protect, it’s no wonder so many of my ancestors chose to marry their guardians. With one near impossible obstacle out of our way, there is only one more that needs to be conquered: making Julian human.

      When I turn to look back out at the crowd of alfar present, they all politely clap their acceptance of Julian’s new role within House Moonshade, but none of them look overly enthusiastic about the prospect of placing a vampire in such a powerful position. Considering how much influence Alden has with Shael, I can’t say that I blame them. I’m sure once they get to know Julian, they’ll see how much he has to offer. He has lived four hundred years, after all. I doubt anyone in the room has that much life experience.

      “Thank you all for coming this evening,” I say. “I’m sure none of you expected there to be so much excitement (me included), but I want you to know that I take my new position in Alfheim very seriously. I will do everything within my power to make sure you all have a voice and that your concerns are heard. I wish everyone a good night and officially bring an end to tonight’s festivities.”

      Slowly, people begin to disperse and make their way out of the room.

      I turn to Nadia. “Thank you for this. It means the world to me.”

      “It was the only way I could think of to solve at least one problem for you,” she says. “Now, the rest is up to the two of you.”

      “Your sacrifice won’t be for nothing,” Julian promises.

      “It better not be, or I’ll have to kick your ass, vampire.”

      Julian chuckles. “I’m always up for a sparring match.”

      “Not tonight,” Nadia says with a small shake of her head. “I think I just want to get some rest.”

      “I second that,” I say. “Should we stay here this evening or go back to Earth?”

      “Why don’t we stay here?” Julian suggests. “And tomorrow we can hopefully find a way to solve the rest of our problems back home.”

      “That sounds like a plan,” I say, stifling a yawn. “Goodness, I must be more exhausted than I realized.”

      “Then let’s get you to bed,” he states, holding out a crooked arm for me to take. “I want you fully rested before we meet with the warlock tomorrow. I’m not sure what’s going to happen, but I do know I don’t want you tired when we face it.”

      “I already asked the kitchen staff to take some food up to the room for you,” Nadia tells me as she leans down to pick Viktor up so she can carry him to my suite.

      “I could kiss you for that,” I tell her as we make our way out of the room. “Food and sleep is exactly what I need.”

      By the time we reach my suite, I’m ravenous and make quick work of the food the servants brought up for me to eat. Julian then takes me to my bedroom, but only to help me take my dress off and to put on some silky soft pajamas. When we crawl into bed together, I snuggle up with my new sentinel and promptly close my eyes, allowing my mind to drift off and finally find sleep.
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      Being woken up by Julian kissing me is like being given the gift of blissful adoration. This is the first time he’s awoken me in such a fashion, and I sincerely hope it won’t be the last.

      “It’s time to get up, Princess,” he murmurs against my lips. “Today is the start of a brand-new adventure and the hope of a life we can share together for many years to come.”

      I open my eyes and smile at the look of positivity on Julian’s face. I don’t think he’s had much to be optimistic about in his life, and I pray that today meets all of our expectations.

      “Promise me that whatever ends up happening today with the warlock that it won’t make you give up on regaining your humanity.”

      Julian’s expression mirrors his confusion over my plea for caution and the first shadow of doubt.

      “You don’t believe he’ll be able to help me?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying,” I reply with a small shake of my head. “I just don’t want you to pin all of your hopes on this one person and then experience disappointment if he can’t do anything to help us. I’m not a fortune-teller. I don’t know what’s going to happen today, but I want you to be prepared for the worst, yet remain hopeful for the best outcome.”

      Julian grins at me. “If there is one thing you should know about me, I always prepare for the worst. I’ve lived as a vampire for a very long time, Sarah, and I’ve searched for a cure just as long. Need I remind you that it was only last night that you were the one being optimistic about finding a way to make me human again?”

      “And we will,” I say confidently, “but … I know you’ve heard the old saying that anything worth having doesn’t come easily. It just seems unlikely that he’ll be able to solve our problem in a single day.”

      “I don’t think he’ll solve it,” Julian says. “I do hope that he’ll at least point us in the right direction. If we can talk to the spirit inside me and learn what will bring her peace, maybe that will be enough to satisfy her desire for revenge. That’s been our hope from the start of all this.”

      “How much time do we have before we need to meet this warlock?”

      “A couple of hours. That’s why I woke you up. Petru said they would meet us at the man’s shop on Bourbon Street.”

      “What kind of shop does a warlock own?”

      Julian shrugs. “I’m not sure. I didn’t ask. Petru texted me the address and said he and Gage would be standing outside of it, waiting for us to arrive.”

      “Let me take a shower and get ready then,” I say, hopping out of bed. “Would you ask the kitchen staff to bring me some food? Oh, and ask them if they have something chocolatey I can take home and share with Helen and Kaylee. Almost every woman I know loves chocolate, and the stuff they make here is like having a piece of heaven inside your mouth.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” he says with a wink before I disappear into the bathroom.

      By the time my food arrives, I’m fully dressed in a pair of black slacks and a white short- sleeved sweater. It doesn’t take me long to eat. It rarely does nowadays. After I finish eating, I suddenly feel forlorn about leaving Alfheim to return to Earth.

      When I mention this odd feeling to Julian, he says, “This is your home now too. It’s natural for you to want to stay here. We’ll be back soon. It’s not like we’re leaving this place forever. We can even return this evening if you really want to.”

      “We have no idea what will happen today,” I remind him. “Plus, I should go home and check on Kaylee. I’m not sure how much longer I can keep lying to her about all of this. She’s going to demand an explanation soon. The ‘impromptu vacation’ excuse will only work for so long. In fact, the next time I see her, she may start trying to figure out what’s really going on.”

      “Whatever you decide to tell her or not tell her, I will support you one hundred percent.”

      “She’ll think I’ve lost my mind if I tell her you’re a vampire.”

      “Would it help if I drank your blood in front of her?”

      I’m shocked into silence by Julian’s suggestion, which makes him smile—a true indication of his twisted sense of humor.

      “Ha ha …very not as funny as you think,” I say. “But to be honest, if I thought that would work, I might actually try it. Hopefully I can keep this charade going until she has her baby. After that, she’ll be so consumed by little Ms. Em that she won’t have time to think about me.”

      “Just let me know what you want me to do, Sarah, and I’ll do it.”

      “Kaylee and her parents are a problem for another day. Right now, let’s just concentrate on learning what we can from this warlock.”

      I look around the sitting room but see no signs of Nadia’s presence.

      “Where is Nadia?” I ask Julian.

      “She said she would meet us by the breach. I think she had a couple of errands to run before she could leave. She also said she would pick up some boxes of chocolates for you to take back home.”

      When Julian and I reach the breach in the cellar of the castle, Nadia is searching through a small black duffel bag on her shoulder.

      “I hope that bag is full of chocolates,” I tease, even though I’m partially serious.

      “Mostly,” she says with a grin before zipping the bag up. “And a few odds and ends I grabbed from my place.”

      “I just realized that I never asked if you have a house here.”

      “I have one,” she replies vaguely.

      I don’t push the issue. It’s really none of my business, and Nadia’s given up enough for me. I don’t want to pressure her into divulging more about her private life, unless she wants to do it on her own.

      After we walk through the breach, we’re met on the Earth side by a short-statured woman with shoulder length red hair cut into a tight bob. She’s wearing a blood red jacket, skirt, and heels ensemble and thick black-rimmed glasses.

      “Princess Sarah,” she greets me, curtsying awkwardly before me, “I’m so happy to see that you’re feeling better.”

      “Do I know you?” I ask. “Your voice sounds familiar to me for some reason.”

      “My name is Agatha, Your Highness. I was here the night Alden first took you to Alfheim. I think you were blind at the time, so you wouldn’t have seen me.” She laughs nervously before clearing her throat, realizing her attempt at light humor failed miserably. “Anyway, we have a car waiting for you outside. I was told you would need one today. I believe this is yours,” Agatha says, handing Julian his cell phone back. I really need to see if I can do something about that. It must annoy him to have to surrender it every time he goes to Alfheim. Since he now has a position of respect among the alfar, surely that earns him some special privileges.

      Julian takes his phone from Agatha and drops it in his right pants pocket.

      “Please follow me, and I’ll take you to your car,” Agatha says, escorting us up to the front of the house.

      I guess I could have told her we know the way from our previous excursion the night before, but I get the feeling this is part of her job, and I have no desire to lessen her importance within the household.

      Once we reach the front of the house, Agatha turns to us and says, “Do you happen to know when you will be returning to Alfheim, Your Highness?”

      “I’m not really sure yet,” I reply. “Are there any restrictions on when I can return here and go back?”

      Agatha laughs nervously. “Oh no, Your Grace. I just like to keep a schedule of things, so that I’m always prepared. You are more than welcome to come and go as you please at any time, day or night. Please consider this house yours whenever you visit New Orleans.”

      “Would you prefer that I call you first before coming here?” I ask.

      “There’s no need for that, Princess. We are always prepared for your return. I’ve taken the liberty of adding my phone number into your sentinel’s contact list in case you ever need our assistance. I hope you don’t mind my forwardness.”

      “Thank you for doing that, Agatha,” I say, even though I’m not sure how much Julian appreciates her invasion of his privacy.

      “I hope you enjoy your time here in New Orleans, Princess Sarah. Please let us know if there is anything further we can assist you with.” Agatha curtsies to me again before returning to the interior of the house.

      The drive to Bourbon Street doesn’t take very long. Nadia drops us off and takes the car to a public parking garage. Julian and I stroll down the sidewalk until we spot Petru and Gage standing outside what looks like a candy store.

      Petru spies us first and waves at us with a happy smile on his face.

      “It feels like forever since I saw the two of you last,” Petru says, leaning over and kissing me on the mouth chastely, as is his custom. Although I’ve noticed he only does it when he greets me for some reason.

      “It’s good to see you again, Sarah,” Gage says, giving me an awkward hug around the shoulders.

      “The warlock runs a candy shop?” I ask, finding it strange that someone who toils with the darker side of magic would sell sweet confections for a living. For some reason, I was expecting a shop filled with voodoo dolls or even S&M clothing and toys, not something as benign as candy.

      “He’s attempting to reform himself,” Gage tells me. “He only agreed to dip back into dark magic to help Julian and Petru because he owes me a big favor. I feel as though I should warn you all that what he’ll be attempting to do today might not give you the results you’re looking for. When you use magic to deal with the dead, it doesn’t always work out like you hope it will, especially when you’re dealing with vengeful spirits.”

      “Anything is helpful,” Julian tells Gage. “Thank you for arranging all of this for us.”

      “I always help my friends. Some people view that as a fault in my character, but I’ve always considered it a strength.”

      “It’s definitely a strength,” I assure Gage.

      “Well, let’s go inside. We were just waiting for the two of you to arrive,” Petru tells us, opening the door to the shop and allowing us to step inside before him.

      “You must give me the recipe you use to make these delectable truffles,” I hear Helen say to the older gentleman behind the counter. “Sarah will absolutely adore them!”

      “A woman who knows exactly how to win my heart,” I say to her.

      “Sarah!” Helen practically squeals as she becomes aware of our arrival and quickly walks toward us. As soon as she’s near enough, my friend pulls me into her arms for a breath-stealing hug. Helen might look old, but she’s quite strong for her age. “I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed you, my dear. The house just hasn’t felt like home since you left.”

      “I missed you too,” I tell her.

      When Helen pulls away, I see the man who was behind the counter walk around it to come stand with us. He’s short with skin the pallor of chalk. His hair is gray and thinning on top. His eyes dart between Julian and me as if he’s trying to size us up before we even speak to him.

      “Sarah and Julian,” Gage says, “I would like to introduce you to Gerald Williamson. He will be performing the spell to see if we can contact the spirits inside both Julian and Petru today.”

      “We should probably handle one spirit at a time,” Gerald quickly suggests, scratching the back of his head nervously with one hand. I sense he’s unsure whether or not he’s powerful enough to perform the spell he has in mind, but he’s also determined to do his best for us. “You know, it’s been a while since I practiced this type of magic, Gage. I would rather take it slow at first until I get my footing again.”

      “Take all the time you need,” Julian tells him. “We’re not in any hurry today.”

      When Gerald nods his head, he reminds me of a bobblehead doll. “Good, because it might take me longer than I think it will. I’m a little rusty.”

      “We’re just thankful that you’re willing to try,” I tell him.

      “I have a lot to make up for,” he replies. “I let dark magic ruin my life and those I cared about for a very long time. I try to make reparations whenever I get the opportunity.”

      “Where do you want to do this, Gerald?” Gage asks, doing his best to ease his friend toward a sense of comfort so he feels confident enough to attempt the spell.

      “I need to lock up down here first and put the closed sign out,” Gerald says. “If you could take the others upstairs to my living room, I would be grateful, Gage.”

      While Gerald closes shop, Gage escorts us upstairs to Gerald’s living quarters. I’ve often heard of people living above the shops that they operate, but this is the first time I’ve ever actually seen such a quaint notion put into practice.

      Gerald’s home is more light and airy than I thought it would be. For some reason, I assumed a person who practiced dark magic would want to live in a place that was dark as well. Although Gerald is a reformed wielder of dark magic. Perhaps being somewhere with a lot of light helps him stay in the light, as it were.

      Gerald’s loft is full of natural sunlight from various skylights in the ceiling and plentiful windows in the outer walls. In fact, the only section that has walls separating it from the rest of the space is the bathroom. Everything else is out in the open. The décor is decidedly shabby chic with mismatched furniture that somehow goes well together as an eclectic whole.

      Viktor makes himself right at home by jumping onto the red velvet couch that’s been warmed by the sun from the skylight directly above it. Moments later, Gerald joins us in his loft looking as nervous as he feels. If I wasn’t an empath, I might worry that he was jumpy for nefarious reasons, but I know his anxiousness stems from a lack of self-esteem and fear that he will fail us.

      “There’s nothing for you to be worried about, Gerald,” I tell him in a comforting voice. “We know you’ll do your best, and that’s really all we can ask from you.”

      Gerald attempts to smile at me, but his anxiety causes it to look more like a grimace, which wasn’t his intention.

      “I see I’m still a master when it comes to hiding my feelings from others,” he tries to joke.

      I smile benevolently at him and say, “There’s nothing wrong with showing how you feel. I just want you to know that no one here has any desire to judge you. Our opinion of you won’t be founded on whether or not this works today. We’re just grateful that you’re willing to try.”

      “I’ll do my best for you,” he promises me in earnest before looking at Julian. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes,” Julian replies with a simple nod of his head.

      “I assume Gage told you about the woman in Destin,” I say. When Gerald nods, I continue, “She told us that she had to bring Julian and Petru to the brink of death in order to talk to the spirits inside them. We’ve since learned that what she said may not be the case at all.”

      “What do you mean?” Gage asks, since what we learned from Evie is new to him.

      Julian and I go on to fully explain Evie’s role in the attempts against my life and that the spirit inside Julian was in complete control during that visit.

      “So,” I say, “we don’t know if the woman was telling us the truth or if it was some elaborate charade on her part.”

      “It’s hard for me to say for sure,” Gerald replies, mulling over the information I’ve just given him. “It could be one or the other, or it could be both. My guess is that she did bring them both to the brink of death to contact the spirits initially. That would be the easiest way to do it.”

      “Why do you think she was draining the blood out of their bodies when we found them?” I ask. “Is there a dark magic spell that requires a large quantity of vampire blood?”

      “I’ve never heard of such a spell. More than likely she planned to sell it on the black market,” he replies. “Every once in a while, someone will claim to have a vial of pure vampire blood. We all know it can sustain human life.” Gerald looks over at Helen as an example of this truth. “But as far as I know, no one but vampires have been able to figure out how to use it properly. I assume there’s more to the process than just drinking their blood.”

      “Yes, there’s more to it than that,” Julian replies but doesn’t elaborate on what else is involved.

      “And since we mortals don’t know the complete secret,” Gerald says, “none of us have been able to replicate the effect. But considering the fact that this woman had two vampires in her clutches, everyone would have known the blood was authentic and would have paid whatever price she placed on it.”

      The irony that so many humans yearn for near immortality while Julian is doing everything in his power to become mortal again isn’t lost on me.

      “So how do you intend to contact the spirit I possess and get the information we need from her?” Julian asks Gerald.

      “I want to try something that doesn’t require me to use dark magic during this first attempt. I would rather keep things on the light side, if at all possible. We should save dark magic as a last resort. Gage told me that the spirit has been the most active when you’re asleep. Is that true?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I need for you to go to sleep.”

      Julian looks around at the others in the room. “I’m not sure I can relax enough to do that if everyone is in here watching me.”

      “Then we’ll leave,” Helen announces, seeing this as a simple enough remedy to the problem. She walks over to the couch and swiftly lifts Viktor off of it, much to his dismay and vocal displeasure. “We’ll be waiting downstairs in the shop. I’m sure we can find something to keep us occupied.”

      I turn to leave also, but Julian grabs one of my wrists before I can take one step away from him.

      “You,” he says pointedly, “I need.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?” Petru asks, looking worried. “The main reason Nathaniel and I moved all of our belongings to your house was so you and I could watch each other while we slept.”

      “Don’t worry,” Gerald tells Petru. “I’ll cast an immobilization spell on Julian while he’s sleeping. He won’t be able to physically harm us.”

      Petru looks less than convinced. “If I hear anything suspicious,” he tells us, “I’ll be right up.”

      After the others leave, I walk with Julian over to the red velvet couch that Viktor had been laying on.

      “I see why the cat chose this spot,” Julian says, as he rests his head on a matching throw pillow and sighs contentedly in the sun while closing his eyes. “It’s soft and warm.”

      I kneel down beside him. “Is there anything I can do to help you go to sleep?”

      Julian opens his eyes and looks at me. “No. To be honest, I’m exhausted. I haven’t slept since you woke me up that morning in the living room back home.”

      “Julian,” I say, aghast, “that’s been days!”

      “Thus,” he replies, closing his eyes, “why I’m tired. I’ll be asleep soon. Gerald, you should cast your spell on me now.”

      Gerald walks over to Julian, claps his hands together over his body and spreads them apart slowly as he says, “Immobiles.”

      “As soon as he falls asleep, I’ll force the spirit to speak with us,” Gerald tells me as he walks over to a small round dining room table near the kitchen area. He picks up something made of red and yellow yarn from its surface and walks back over with it in his hands. Once he returns, he places the object on top of Julian’s chest.

      “What is that?” I ask Gerald as I study the two pieces of wood tied together in a cross pattern with yellow yarn woven around it in the center and red yarn woven in the same fashion to compose the outer edges.

      “It’s a spirit trap,” he tells me. “The theory is that once a spirit is summoned, it will feel compelled to follow the thread in the trap from one end to the other. Since the thread used is unbroken, the spirit should become trapped inside it.”

      “Do you think that thing will actually work?” I ask, having some serious misgivings about its effectiveness. To me, it simply looks like a child’s toy. “We are mostly interested in knowing what we can do to bring the girl’s soul peace so she’ll leave Julian’s body voluntarily. I’m not sure trying to trap her is such a good idea.”

      “Odds are it won’t actually trap her,” Gerald replies, “but my hope is that it will at least draw her out long enough to speak with her. I don’t suppose you happen to know what her name is. That would help me focus on her spirit.”

      I shake my head. “No. I’m sorry. She never told us that. It’s one of the things we’re hoping to learn today. We have a theory that if we can find a way to appease her soul, possibly by doing something good for her remaining living relatives, that she’ll forgive Julian for the part she believes he played in her death.”

      “It certainly wouldn’t hurt to try that,” Gerald replies. “Spirits are finicky creatures. Each one of them is different. There’s no one rule on how to help them cross over into the afterlife.”

      I consider asking Gerald about my mother’s spirit and how to help her move on from being a vengeful shade, but I decide to wait and see what happens with Julian first.

      We stand by and watch for the telltale signs that Julian has fallen asleep. When his breathing becomes more even and deep, Gerald closes his eyes, holds his hands palm down over Julian’s body, and begins to quietly chant something in a language I don’t understand. He does this for what seems like thirty minutes. I don’t notice anything happen, but I don’t want to ask questions and disrupt whatever spell he’s weaving between himself and the spirit inside Julian. Gradually, I notice what looks like a tendril of purple light undulate its way up from the center of Julian’s chest to the spirit trap. At first, it slowly makes its way along the threads of the yarn. To my surprise and worry, the purple light quickly travels through every strand before leaping in a graceful arc and attaching itself to the middle of Gerald’s chest. Julian and Gerald are now tethered to one another by what I have to assume is the spirit of the girl.

      Gerald suddenly stops chanting. When his eyes open, they look like they’re on fire with a purple flame.

      “What do you want, Sarah?” the voice of the young girl’s spirit asks through Gerald’s mouth. “Why are you forcing me to speak through this stranger?”

      “I want you to leave Julian’s body,” I tell her. “What can we do to appease your need for revenge and finally give your soul enough peace to move on?”

      The spirit doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. Then, it begins to cackle with glee.

      “Oh, Sarah, you are amusing, but I’m afraid leaving Julian simply isn’t an option right now. I’m having too much fun torturing him. Having you come into his life is the best thing to ever happen to me. Why in the world would I leave when I have the means by which to cause him so much pain?”

      “You know how much he’s suffered over the years,” I point out angrily. “Don’t you think he’s paid enough for what you’re accusing him of?”

      “Not nearly enough!” she screams hysterically. “And you need to stop bringing strangers into our little game, Sarah. I don’t like cheaters. Did you really believe this meat suit would be able to trap me inside that child’s toy? I’m more powerful than any of you realize! No one warlock or puny spirit trap can contain me. And now, because of your impudence and stupidity, one of you will have to be punished.”

      Suddenly, Gerald’s body is consumed by purple flames. His voice is finally returned to him, only so he can scream his agony to the world.

      “No!” I scream, reaching out for Gerald on instinct but being too far away to actually touch him.

      Thankfully, his torment only lasts a few seconds before his body crumbles to the floor in a pile of black ash. In the same instant, the purple tendril draws itself back into Julian’s body like a toy’s pull string. Julian instantly opens his eyes and looks over at what’s left of poor Gerald.

      Petru comes rushing through the door, and I can hear multiple footsteps following close behind him on the stairs.

      “What happened?” Petru asks, staring at the pile of ash that was once Gerald before looking up at me for an answer.

      Gage, Helen, Viktor (still in cat form), and Nadia come running through the door. I briefly explain to them all what just transpired. Everyone, including Julian, remains silent when I’m finished.

      “Now what do we do?” Helen asks, sounding distraught and looking at me as if I should have all the answers.

      “It’s obvious to me that we’ll need someone more magically powerful than Gerald was,” Gage says, unable to take his eyes off of his friend’s ashes. “I think we’re going to have to ask Fiona or Ryker for help. They’re the most formidable wielders of magic in the world. They might know what to do next.”

      “They won’t do it just because we ask,” Julian is quick to point out. “I know their type too well. The cost for their help might be higher than what we’re willing to pay.”

      “It doesn’t hurt to ask,” I say.

      “But if we tell them why we need their help,” Petru adds, “they’ll have to be told that the spirits are what make us vampires. Mira isn’t going to like that. She was fine with us experimenting on the down low, but once we make it public, we could be opening up a Pandora’s box of problems.”

      “I could care less what Mira likes or doesn’t like,” I say. “She may control the creatures here in New Orleans, but she doesn’t control you or Julian.”

      “But as you just pointed out,” Julian says to me, “she controls the creatures here. She may forbid the witches and warlocks from helping us at all, which may make this a moot argument anyway.”

      I feel my heart sink down to my stomach because I know Julian is right. Mira loves being a vampire. She’ll never willingly give her underlings power over her. If Fiona and Ryker do indeed find a way to rid Julian of his spirit, they’ll be armed with a weapon that they can use against her. She would then lose her control over them and the city. Mira’s vanity would never allow for that to happen.

      “There is another option,” I say, drawing everyone’s attention to me, “we could ask the alfar for help.” I look over at Gage. “You did say that alfar magic is more powerful, right? Do you think they would be able to find a way to sever the tie between the girl’s spirit and Julian’s soul?”

      “I wish I could answer your question, but I just don’t know enough about their magic to make an educated guess,” Gage says truthfully. “You would really need to discuss things with one of their mages, unless Nadia knows.”

      “As far as I know,” Nadia says, “our mages leave the dead alone. I have no idea if they can help you or not in this matter.”

      “Whether they can help or not, I would rather leave the alfar out of this,” Julian states, standing from the couch. “You have a responsibility to keep them protected, Sarah. Having them sacrifice their lives for you is one thing, but possibly causing their deaths to help me out is not acceptable. How do you think they’ll feel if one of the first things their future ruler does is sacrifice their mages to help her sentinel? I think we should keep this problem on Earth for now and not involve the alfar at all.”

      “I understand your argument, but I don’t think we should shut the door completely on asking the alfar for help in this situation, Julian,” I argue. “Yes. You are my sentinel and the man I intend to marry one day. That’s exactly why I’ll do whatever needs to be done to help you live your life the way you want to live it!”

      “At the expense of alfar lives?” he questions hotly. “That isn’t a solution I will endorse. Not now. Not ever, Sarah. Please, promise me you won’t involve them in any of this.”

      “I can’t promise you that,” I say stubbornly, unwilling to lie just to placate him. “We can try it your way, but if we can’t find a solution here on Earth, I’ll do whatever I have to in order to help you.”

      Julian’s expression turns as dark as a thunder cloud, and I know he’s mad at me. It can’t be helped. I won’t tell him what he wants to hear just to keep him from being angry with me. Lying would be a disservice to not only him, but me as well.

      “What are we going to do about Gerald’s remains?” Nadia asks, looking at the pile of ashes as Viktor walks around it, eyeing it suspiciously.

      “I’ll deal with it,” Gage tells us. “I’ll tell everyone that I came to see Gerald and found him like this. He didn’t have any family, or friends for that matter, besides me. No one will ask too many questions about how he died. They’ll all assume he fell off the dark magic wagon and performed a spell that was too much for him to handle, which isn’t too far from the truth.”

      I didn’t know Gerald very well, and sadly enough, his death doesn’t affect me as much as I wish it did. That in itself is sad. You should have at least one person shed a tear for you when you leave this world, yet, according to Gage, the odds are against anyone doing that for poor Gerald.

      “We should probably leave then,” Nadia tells me. “I don’t think any of us should be within the vicinity when Gage reports the death.”

      As we all depart Gerald’s candy store, I glance at the counter and see a tray of chocolate truffles. Helen will never get the recipe from Gerald now. The thought makes me sad for some reason. What did Gerald leave behind for the world to remember him by? Will he end up joining the legion of forgotten souls who never left their mark on the world, or will he only be remembered by those who knew him as a warlock who delved too deeply into dark magic and never truly crawled out from under its pull? The thought brings tears to my eyes. We may have denied Gerald the one thing he was striving to do with his life: to regain the respect of those who looked down on him here in New Orleans.

      As we all make our way down the sidewalk toward the parking garage, I feel Julian take hold of my hand with his and gently pull on it to purposely slow my pace. Once a little distance has been placed between us and the others, Julian simply says, “I’m sorry.”

      I stop walking, which makes Julian stop walking as well to face me.

      “What do you have to be sorry about?” I ask.

      “I’m sorry I got you into this mess. If Petru and I hadn’t searched so hard for a way to be human again, your life would have never been placed in danger. I’ve given you false hope that we can have a normal life one day. I shouldn’t have done that. I’m old enough to know better.”

      I feel my temper flare white hot.

      “Now you listen to me, Julian Movila,” I say, taking a harsher tone with him than I intended to. “I need for you to get over this pity party you’re having right now. We will find a way to make you mortal again. That much I can promise you. But you have got to stop placing the blame of everything bad that happens to us on yourself. Things happen, Julian! Neither of us has absolute control over our lives. No one does! And I refuse to have you give up so easily. You’re not a quitter, and I’ll be damned if I let you start now. You’ve been fighting to regain your mortality for the past four hundred years. Don’t give up on that dream when you’re so close to finally realizing it. We’ll find the solution, but you have to want it to happen or it never will.”

      “I’ve never wanted it more than I do right now, Sarah,” he vows.

      “Then don’t give up. Promise me you won’t.”

      “I promise I won’t give up until there’s no hope left.”

      I lean up and wrap my arms around Julian’s shoulders.

      I know he can feel my emotions, and I try to fill him with the hope I have that everything will work out for us in the end. There’s so much that needs to be done before we can live the life that we want, but I’m ready to fight for it. I’ve never been a quitter, and once I set my mind to do something, I always follow through with it. I hope Julian feels my confidence and that it floods his own heart with my certainty. Perhaps my hope is strong enough to sustain the both of us in the days to come.

      I will have my happy ending, damn it, and fate, whether she wants to or not, will just have to give it to me.
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        AUTHOR’S NOTE

      

      Thank you so much for reading Sentinel, the second book in The Vampire Conclave Series.

      If you have enjoyed this book please take a moment to leave a review. To leave a review please visit:

      
        Sentinel

      

      Thank you in advance for leaving a review for the book.

      Sincerely,

      S.J. West.
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        THE NEXT IN THE

        VAMPIRE CONCLAVE SERIES

        

        Get the third book in the series, and continue Sara & Julian’s story.

        

        Conclave,

        book 3 of The Vampire Conclave Series.
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        Coming later this year.
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        MORE FROM S.J. WEST

        

        The Harvester Of Light Trilogy
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        As a thank you for purchasing Sentinel, the second book in The Vampire Conclave Series, I have included in this book the first chapter of Harvester, book1 of The Harvester of Light Trilogy.

      

      
        What price would you pay to live forever?

        

        In a time when technology gives you the choice of trading in your humanity for immortality, war has broken out between those who have chosen eternal life, known as Harvesters, and the last bastion of humans who view death as a small price to pay to retain their immortal souls.

        

        As one of the few remaining survivors of the war, Skye and her best friend Ash struggle to live in what’s left of a post-nuclear United States. They elude capture by the Harvesters and simply try to stay alive in a world gone mad. After years on the run together, Skye's feelings for Ash develop into a love that is never openly reciprocated. Ash stoutly maintains his role as Skye's guardian, never allowing his emotions to get in the way of keeping her protected.

        

        Finding themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time, Skye and Ash become embroiled in a struggle against two Harvesters who are torturing a young man named Jace. During the altercation to save themselves and Jace, Ash is mortally wounded. Skye begins to lose hope that she can save her friend until a mysterious woman appears out of nowhere. The woman instructs Skye to journey to the Southern Kingdom, a haven built by the surviving members of humanity, if she ever wants to be with Ash again.

        

        “Our fates are in your hands. Don’t fail us,” the woman warns Skye before literally vanishing into thin air, taking Ash with her.

        

        Desperate to be reunited with Ash, Skye and Jace begin their long trek towards the Southern Kingdom. Along the way, Skye unlocks a dark secret about her past, and discovers why Jace is so adamant that he knows her even though he has no memories about his own past. During the trials they face together along the way, Skye attempts to cope with her developing feelings for Jace. Feelings she never thought she would have for anyone but Ash. 

      

      
        Exclusively on Amazon, Free on KU!

        http://bit.ly/Harvester1
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        Harvester, the Harvester of Light Trilogy, Book 1

        Sneak Peek

      

      
        Now, please enjoy this sample of Harvester,

        Book 1 of The Harvester of Light Trilogy.
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        CHAPTER 1

      

      “Skye, wake up.”

      Ash’s worried voice threaded its way into my nightmare, saving me from the familiar torture of reliving the last moments I’d spent with my parents.

      I opened my eyes and found Blue, my Weimaraner, lying beside me with his head held stiffly out in front of him on alert. The scar over where his left eye used to be glistened dully against his silver-gray fur.

      I rolled over on my thin pallet made of old magazines and found Ash knelt beside me. He held a small flashlight loosely in one hand with the light shining down between his legs, illuminating the dusty, cracked tile floor of the library we had spent the night in. As usual, he was wearing the green army jacket, which once belonged to his father. The knit green cap on his head covered most of his blond hair, but a few wispy curls peeked out at the base of his neck. He hadn’t shaven in a couple of days, and the short stubble accentuated the sharp upward angle of his cheekbones, slim nose, and full lips. His clear blue eyes held a worried look I had seen one too many times over the years.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, sitting up quickly.

      “We gotta leave.”

      “Why?”

      “Something strange is going on outside. I don’t think it’s safe for us to stay here anymore.”

      Ash stood and offered me a hand up. I grabbed it, hurriedly getting to my feet.

      “Do you think Harvesters are nearby?” I asked, not wanting to leave the old abandoned library before having a chance to further explore the scattering of books which remained. They were my only teachers in a world where such a luxury didn’t exist anymore.

      Ash turned his back to me and crouched down to the floor again, shoving the canned and packaged food we had scavenged from an old grocery store the day before into his oversized backpack.

      “There’s a guy walking out in the street. If Harvesters aren’t following him, they soon will be.”

      I stood behind Ash trapped in my silence, not sure if I should voice my request. Questioning a decision Ash made wasn’t something I normally did, but the thought of leaving the library so soon prompted me to find a way to stay a little longer.

      “I want to see him,” I finally said.

      “We don’t have time for that,” Ash replied dismissively. “We need to move.”

      “I don’t want to leave yet, Ash. Maybe you’re just overreacting,” I said, hoping that was the case. “At least let me see what’s going on for myself.”

      Ash looked over his shoulder at me.

      “It’s my overreacting that’s kept us alive all these years.” He continued his packing with a little more force than before.

      “I’m not a child. I’m eighteen now. I think I deserve a say in whether or not we need to leave.”

      Ash grew still and sat quietly, presumably thinking over my request. Finally, he rose and begrudgingly said, “Come on.”

      Blue hopped up from his spot on the floor and padded along at my side as we made our way through the shattered remains of a place once visited by those seeking culture and knowledge.

      When we first reached the library the day before, in what was left of the small town we were in, I had actually giggled with joy, a rarity. Ash had responded with a grin of pride spread from ear to ear, since he was the one who had found the library. It was one of our rare happy moments together since escaping the Harvester breeding camp and losing our parents five years ago.

      Ash led me up what was once a grand staircase made of steel and cement to the library’s second floor. Once there, Blue took up guard at the head of the steps, watching for any sign of danger at our backs. Ash knelt down beside a shattered window and motioned for me to sit next to him.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a brief glimpse of my reflection in a cracked mirror hanging on the far wall. I noticed a few strands of my long brown hair had escaped from beneath my dark green pageboy knit cap. The matching coat I wore was a size too large for my slim frame, but beggars couldn’t be choosy in the post-apocalyptic age we lived in. I didn’t like looking at my reflection. It seemed like no matter how much sleep I got the dark circles, which seemed to match the brown of my eyes, never went away, making my face appear hollow and sunken in.

      Ash handed me the binoculars as I sat down beside him. He jerked his head toward a fist-sized hole in the window.

      “Take a look for yourself,” he told me.

      I put the binoculars up to my eyes and peered out the hole to the outside world.

      Daylight was struggling to make its way to Earth, filtered through a haze of never ending gray clouds. A few hundred feet away, I could faintly make out the silhouette of a person walking. I focused the binoculars on the stranger and felt my cheeks instantly begin to burn from embarrassment.

      It was a young man who looked to be only a few years older than me, possibly Ash’s age. He was completely naked except for the sheen of splattered blood against his tanned skin. His body looked conspicuously healthy, like he had spent a great deal of time in a breeding camp. His well-toned muscles rippled as he lurched down the street like a drunkard, constantly wiping at a stream of blood pouring from a gash over his right eye. He kept glancing behind him with frightened eyes but continued to pull himself forward with grim determination.

      I began to scan the road behind the man to search for anything else out of the ordinary.

      My breath caught in my throat, strangled shut by fear.

      “Harvesters,” I whispered.

      Ash snatched the binoculars from my numb hands and looked back out the window. I knew what he was seeing. Two Harvesters, a man and a woman, dressed in their signature black uniforms, slowly following the stranger as if they were on a leisurely stroll instead of a hunt.

      “Damn it,” Ash said. “We’ve gotta get out of here before they find us.”

      Ash stood hastily and made it all the way to the head of the stairs before he noticed I wasn’t beside him. He turned back to me.

      “Come on, Skye. We’ve gotta go,” he whispered urgently.

      I sat on the dust-covered floor fighting between my primitive human instinct to run and survive and my conscience. My conscience won out.

      “We can’t leave him to be butchered by those animals,” I told Ash. “You know what they’ll do to him.”

      “Yeah, the same thing they’ll do to me and you if they find us. We can’t fight two Harvesters, Skye. I need to get you out of here.”

      Ash had been my guardian since I was thirteen and given the responsibility to keep me alive by my father. I knew he wasn’t a coward. He would fight to the death to protect me.

      He had done it before.

      It was as if protecting me was all he ever thought about, making him blind to the needs of others.

      I looked up from the floor and found Blue standing next to Ash, both of them waiting for me to move.

      “We’ve seen so much death. Can’t we at least try to find a way to save him?”

      “I’m only interested in saving you,” Ash said desperately, taking a step toward me with his hand held out. “Please, Skye. I’m begging you.”

      I instantly felt ashamed. I was making Ash beg, me of all people. After everything he had done for us, for me, why was I trying to make him do something which would most likely lead to our deaths or worse, capture?

      Ash was right. I didn’t owe a stranger a futile attempt to save his life. I owed Ash so much more.

      I rose to my feet and made my way to the head of the stairs, grabbing Ash’s hand.

      We didn’t even bother to pack the rest of our meager belongings. We always traveled light in case we needed to make a speedy getaway. Ash carried the majority of the few possessions we had, saying it was his responsibility as the man. When we were younger, I used to tease him about that statement. After all, he was only three years older than me. But now, it was true. He was a man. He had been my protector through the darkest of days. My strength when I had none left.

      I tried not to think about what was happening out in the street. Ash was right. There was nothing we could do to help the stranger. He was as good as dead with two Harvesters on his trail.

      Harvesters were soulless creatures made from their own selfish desire to stay alive forever, no matter what the cost. They harvested healthy organs from the last remaining humans who chose to reject the “miracle” of immortality. My father always said the Harvesters traded in their souls in a bad deal with the devil since they weren’t actually granted true immortality. They could be killed. It just took a lot to kill them.

      I saw Ash stuff the semi-automatic pistol he kept loaded into his coat pocket in case he needed to access it quickly. We both knew if the Harvesters found us, the gun would be practically useless, but it gave us both a false sense of security.

      We had just put our backpacks over our shoulders when we heard the distinct click of well-soled shoes against the cement sidewalk outside the library. Blue immediately dashed up the stairs, but Ash and I didn’t have time to follow him.

      Ash grabbed me by the arm and ran behind a couple of old wooden bookshelves lying face down on the floor, one atop the other. He encircled my waist from the back and pulled me down on top of him. We stared up at the cracked ceiling trying to slow our breathing, praying by some miracle the Harvesters wouldn’t sense us.

      “Drag him in here.” We heard the female Harvester order.

      I could hear the metallic scream of hinges as the front door to the library was kicked in, slamming against the tiled floor in a plume of dust. There was a second set of footsteps accompanied by the sound of dead weight being drug across the floor. I heard a soft thump and a quiet groan of pain.

      “What should we do with him?” the male Harvester asked in disgust.

      “Hell if I know,” the woman answered, apparently just as exasperated with the situation. “The Queen said to get the information she wants out of him, but I’m not sure what else we can do to make him talk without just flat out killing the poor son of a bitch.”

      “What if we can’t get the information she needs?” The dread in the man’s voice was clear.

      “Then we’re dead,” the woman answered in no uncertain terms.

      The Harvesters were silent for a moment as if they were contemplating what their next step should be.

      “Do you hear that?” the woman asked.

      I imagined her head cocked to the side, listening to something only she could hear.

      “Hear what?” The man replied in agitation, clearly wanting to get the task at hand over with as soon as possible.

      “I hear…heartbeats, three of them.” I heard the woman sniff the air. “Two humans…and a dog.”

      I stopped breathing.

      “Yeah,” the man answered, finally becoming aware of our presence. “They’re close too.”

      I heard the light tread of the female walk over to the bookshelves Ash and I were hiding behind.

      “There’s no use in trying to hide from us,” the woman said in a soothing voice meant to deceive the gullible. “We won’t harm you. You’re far more valuable to us alive.”

      I felt Ash pull the gun out of his coat pocket. If we were lucky, he could disable one of the Harvesters before they knew what happened. But we both knew it would take a miracle to incapacitate two Harvesters simultaneously.

      “Mmmm,” the woman crooned, “you smell so young and fresh.”

      Ash’s body tensed under me as he brought the hand he held the gun in up against my side, the tip of the barrel pointing up.

      The wooden shelves we hid behind creaked from added weight. Before we knew it, the female Harvester’s head appeared above us, causing me to gasp involuntarily.

      The corners of her eyes were slightly slanted on a perfectly oval face. She had pale white skin with long black hair parted in the middle, hanging on either side of her face like silk curtains. She smiled at us, showing perfect white teeth.

      “There you are,” she said in a voice which might have been disarming if her eyes didn’t look like she wanted to eat us alive.

      From the balcony above us, I heard a low growl and saw Blue jump from the second floor landing onto the woman’s back. The woman reached an arm behind her and flung Blue off as if he was no more than a pesky fly. Blue fell to the floor beside the bookshelves, unmoving, not even a whimper.

      Blue’s distraction was just what Ash needed. Just as the Harvester started to look back down at us, Ash shoved the end of the gun’s barrel underneath her chin and pulled the trigger.

      Her head jerked back as the bullet entered her soft flesh, piercing tissue and bone. She fell forward with her head hanging limply over us. Ash and I sprang to our feet, hoping to catch the other Harvester off guard, but we were already too late.

      The male Harvester was standing on top of the fallen bookshelves, even before our shoes hit the tiled floor. He grabbed Ash by the throat and hurled him at least two hundred feet, only the far wall of the library stopping his flight. I heard Ash’s head crack against the exposed concrete and watched helplessly as his limp body crumpled to the ground like a rag doll.

      It felt like time suddenly slowed down as I looked back at the male Harvester. Before I could even collect my thoughts to formulate a reaction, he grabbed me by the front of my coat, pinning me against the wall at my back.

      He had to have been around my age when he was converted. He was lean with a freckled, pointy face, like a fox, and small dark beady eyes. His short red hair stood out on top of his head like needle sharp spikes.

      “You people never seem to learn,” he said with a shake of his head, like he was disappointed in me. “Don’t you know it takes more than a bullet to kill one of us?”

      I tried to struggle out of his grasp but found it an impossible task. His body was about as moveable as a steel beam.

      His thin lips stretched into a malicious smile as he looked me up and down.

      “You should be young enough to have at least a dozen babies for us before your organs become too old to be of any use. Maybe we’ll even let you breed with your boyfriend over there, if he’s still alive. Or,” his eyes caressed my face with undisguised lust, “sometimes the Queen lets us keep one of you as a personal pet. How would you like to share my bed for a little while?”

      He snatched the knit cap off of my head, spilling out the long brown strands of hair I had hidden beneath it. I had wanted to cut my hair short once, since washing it took so much water, but Ash stopped me from doing it, saying we could afford the extra water.

      “You have your mother’s hair,” he had said. “It’s the one thing she gave you that the Harvesters can’t take away.”

      I had always been grateful Ash had stopped me, until now.

      The Harvester ran his long, sickly pale fingers through my hair.

      “It’s clean,” he said somewhat surprised. “So many of you don’t take care of your bodies properly.”

      I squirmed harder to get his hand out of my hair. “Let me go!”

      “Be still,” he ordered, pushing me firmly against the wall while he brought a handful of my hair to his face and inhaled deeply, closing his eyes as if in ecstasy.

      “So much life,” he whispered with unexplained longing.

      From out of nowhere, a large chunk of concrete slammed into the top of the Harvester’s head, instantly releasing me from his grasp. His body slumped to the floor in front of me in an unconscious heap.

      I looked up to see the naked stranger standing just behind the now incapacitated Harvester with a bloodied chunk of concrete in his hands. His eyes shifted from the male Harvester to me before he too collapsed onto the floor, having used his last bit of strength to save me.

      I ran over and grabbed him by the shoulders before his head hit the floor. As the tips of my fingers touched his skin, I felt something like static shock. I tried to keep the stranger propped up, but he was too heavy for me. I cradled his head in my hands and helped him lie back on the tiled floor. When I looked at his face, I saw tears streaming from the corners of his eyes as he stared at me intently, causing me to suddenly feel self-conscious about my appearance.

      He raised a shaky hand to my face, gentle in his caress of my cheek as if he were afraid I might disappear.

      “I found you,” he said in a raspy voice filled with relief.

      “Who are you?” I asked, confused by his reaction to me. Did he think I was someone else?

      “I found you,” he repeated before closing his eyes, falling into unconsciousness, his hand dropping to the floor at his side.
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        ABOUT THE AUTHOR

      

      
        Once upon a time, a little girl was born on a cold winter morning in the heart of Seoul, Korea. She was brought to America by her parents and raised in the Deep South where the words ma'am and y'all became an integrated part of her lexicon. She wrote her first novel at the age of eight and continued writing on and off during her teenage years. In college she studied biology and chemistry and finally combined the two by earning a master's degree in biochemistry.

        

        After that she moved to Yankee land where she lived for four years working in a laboratory at Cornell University. Homesickness and snow aversion forced her back South where she lives in the land, which spawned Jim Henson, Elvis Presley, Oprah Winfrey, John Grisham and B.B. King.

        

        After finding her Prince Charming, she gave birth to a wondrous baby girl and they all lived happily ever after.

      

      As always, you can learn about the progress on my books, get news about new releases, new projects and participate on amazing giveaways by signing up for my newsletter:

      
        S.J. West Newsletter

        

        or by following me

        Amazon

        Instagram
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