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The Fairy Tale of the Demise of the Elven Kingdom
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The great flood wreaked havoc on the realm. In the history of humans and immortals, there were many tales of destruction. Yet nothing demolished an entire species like the flood that destroyed the Elven kingdom.

Kindhearted and simple, the Elves inhabited their tiny corner of Etherya’s Earth long before the goddess created her beloved species. The mystery of their creation by the Universe lingered until it faded with time, as all things do. Eventually, the Elves stopped questioning their existence, choosing to worship their benevolent god who provided bountiful harvests and cool breezes on summer days. War was a nonexistent concept for those who had everything their heart desired, and they lived without conflict until the flood ravaged their lands.

The first wave crested without warning, flashing through the villages and submerging the thatch-roofed homes as most Elves slept peacefully in their beds. Those that survived the first wave perished in the swells that arrived shortly thereafter. None would survive the onslaught.

Or so everyone believed.

But some did survive, changing the history of the planet for eternity.

One would become the malevolent Deamon Crimeous, whose story stretched for eons before he was finally vanquished when the prophecy was fulfilled by his daughter, Evie.

Unbeknownst to most, there were others who survived. Elves who fled to the human world, through the ether, to blend in with the mortals who were barely learning to use fire and bronze. Humans’ short lifespans and penchant to believe in magic and omniscient gods ensured they would forget the Elves with each new generation, thus creating an opening for the immortal Elves to build a new society.

Although the Elven population was small, they were determined.

One man emerged as leader, possessing a cunning mind and natural leadership abilities. Dakath, Elf of the Old Realm, became Dakath, King of the Elves and head of the Elven council. He gave many directives, but one was abundantly clear: Elves were not to procreate with humans or return to the immortal world. They had barely escaped destruction in the old realm, and he believed returning to it only tempted fate. Centuries later, when the Vampyres and Slayers broke into war, Dakath’s belief the immortal world was cursed was only exacerbated.

King Dakath also developed an intrinsic belief that Elves should retain their pure bloodline. This would prove to the angry god who had destroyed their world that they revered him; that they didn’t take their Elven lives or heritage for granted. If their loyalty and devotion could be proven, perhaps they would never suffer the agony of such terrible destruction again.

Centuries passed as Dakath helped the Elves acclimate to the human world, blending in with the inferior creatures as their new society evolved. They could work with the humans and learn from their advances and failures, but otherwise they were to remain separate. Since humans would always age and eventually die, this feat was rather easy in the scheme of time.

Any Elf who formed a romantic bond with a human would be sentenced to death. This order was given after the first Elven-human hybrid was conceived, only to be subsequently murdered by the council, along with the babe’s Elven father who impregnated the human. Dakath would not chance igniting the wrath of their ancient god once again by allowing his people to procreate with a species that would denigrate the Elven race he endeavored to sustain.

The order was decreed to all the Elves, and it became common law shortly thereafter. And perhaps it would’ve endured had Dakath, King of the Elves, not impregnated a human woman several eons into his reign...
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Rausch Gap, Pennsylvania

Three months after Callie defeated Bakari and destroyed the ether

Esmerelda, daughter of Dakath and Dyana, was, quite simply, never meant to exist. In fact, her presence upon Etherya’s Earth would be called a fluke by her dear mother and a travesty by her father. Or a pestilence. Wrinkling her nose as she stood under the thick canopy of leaves that offered protection from the sprinkling rain, she pondered. Yes, pestilence was more likely the word her father would use to describe her.

It only made sense considering his primary goal was to eradicate Elven-human hybrids.

Since Esme was the result of Dakath’s dalliance with her human mother, it made her a rather interesting target indeed.

Sighing, Esme leaned against the rugged bark, supporting her back on the large trunk as she gazed to the sky. Gray clouds stared back through the trees crying soft tears of rain. Every so often, a drop would land on her face, cooling her skin as she stood in her moment of solace. Her team would need her soon, but for a few minutes, she reveled in her solitude.

She had been alone since her father murdered her mother centuries ago, and she would always choose to remain that way for a plethora of reasons. First and foremost, Esme was a runner. A solitary soul who lived in the shadows in an effort to stay off the radar of her powerful father. People who got close to her usually ended up dead, so she’d stopped forming any sort of meaningful connection centuries ago.

Just recently, Dakath had tried to poison an Elven-human hybrid child in the Arizona desert before Tatiana intervened and convinced Calinda to save him. It was one of many steps Callie had to take before fulfilling the prophecy and destroying the ether. Darkrip and Arderin’s daughter had done her part, ushering in the next phase of the transition.

And that was where Esme took over. Her role as leader of the Immortals Transition Unit, or ITU, was key in the next phase of the immersion of immortals with humans.

Esme had assumed other roles in the past. Most of them consisted of surreptitiously protecting immortals and hybrids in the human world from her father and his Elven council. Others consisted of just helping immortals in general. Most in the immortal realm were realizing what Esme had known for ages: there were many immortals who lived in the human world. As the species began to amalgamate, she felt more would emerge looking for a safe haven. As someone who’d been alone her entire life, she certainly understood the sentiment of needing help in a world where she didn’t belong.

There was something noble in protecting others, and Esme found it a fitting purpose. It gave her something to do in a life that was never supposed to be lived. She did her best to stay off her father’s radar and had grown quite resourceful as a result. As long as she stayed on the move and didn’t draw attention to herself, she could do some good in a world that sorely needed it.

Of course, her father’s threats would always loom over her head, which meant it was easier to accomplish her goals alone. Allowing someone to care for her would be extremely selfish. It would force them on her same solitary journey of evasion and fear, and she would never choose that for someone she loved.

So, she’d erected walls. Walls that were quite thick and buffered by a layer of geniality and good-natured quips. She presented a brave face to the world, which made her quite proud because damn it, she was brave. She’d evaded her father for centuries and would continue to do so until he eventually wiped her off the map...or she just became too tired to run. For now, she had a renewed determination with the eradication of the ether. Succeeding in a transition between humans and immortals would create something meaningful on Etherya’s Earth, and Esme was determined to ensure success.

Sometimes she wondered where the fire that burned within to help people originated. Although her father was now quite evil, there had been a time when he was revered by the Elves for his kindness and bravery. Perhaps she had inherited that from him before it became twisted in a mangled heap of hatred and viciousness.

Her beloved mother had also been altruistic and exceedingly beautiful inside and out. Those attributes were what first caught her father’s eye all those centuries ago. Ultimately, they led to Dyana’s death.

The old anger surged as her father’s image formed in Esme’s mind. Thick brown hair atop shrewd hazel eyes and pointed ears encased his angular features. Although Esme had inherited her mother’s blond hair, she had Dakath’s eyes. Each time she looked in the mirror, they were a stark reminder of the man who’d borne her but detested her very existence.

The hatred between them was a twisted game her father relished. For centuries, Esme had racked her brain wondering why he didn’t just kill her. It seemed so much easier in his larger scheme. And yet, although he’d hurt many she’d befriended or cared for, he’d never harmed a hair on her head.

It baffled her until Esme realized the imminent truth: the joy her father experienced from torturing her greatly outweighed any bliss he would feel from her death. After all, one could only die once, but torture was unlimited in its scope.

And, sadly, her father was the ultimate expert at torture.

She often thought about the maniacal way he tormented her from afar. Every few decades he would back away and leave her alone. Decades when the humans broke out in war and it was easier for Dakath to remain inside his fortified home in the rural mountains of Romania. But then he would return, usually leaving a poisoned immortal body in her path, and she knew he was resuming his hunt. She was the mouse caught in his trap, only to be released when its neck was moments away from snapping. Every time she evaded the snare, she rebounded, only to be caught again.

Closing her eyes, she sank into the tree as she massaged the tense muscles where her shoulders met her neck. Goddess, she was tired. She was fully committed to initiating the transition plan with the humans. The initial stages would take several months as they began the first phase of implementing immortals into the US government. Once Phase I was complete, she wanted to escape somewhere remote and quiet where she could meditate and rest for a moment.

She would continue to help the ITU as they implemented Phase II and beyond, but she would hand the reigns to someone who could assume a more permanent leadership position. So far, her father had left the ITU alone, and she knew that grew less likely each day she remained with them. It was a constant battle balancing her desire to help immortals with her need to stay off her father’s radar so no one got hurt.

Esme had become an expert at living a solitary life over the centuries. Every place she inhabited was small and nondescript. She’d learned to move in shadows and run when necessary. Squishing her eyes together, she tried to remember the last time she’d felt joy. When had she truly laughed? Hell, she hadn’t even owned a damn puppy since the last one she’d adopted in the sixteenth century returned from a jaunt in the woods with a fatal gash on its neck.

Esme had cradled the dog on the front porch of her small home in remote Italy, crying into its soft fur as it died in her arms. Then she’d stood, searching the woods as she wondered if one of her father’s henchmen had sliced the animal on Dakath’s orders. The heartlessness of the deed provided strong evidence, and her suspicions also indicated imminent danger if her father knew her location.

After burying the puppy, she vowed never to care for another pet, knowing it would give her father an opportunity to torment her. She’d wiped her tears, packed up her belongings and fled, unable to take the chance her father knew her whereabouts.

It was one of the multitude of times she’d run.

Blowing out a breath, her lips fluttered together. Evading her father was just fucking exhausting.

“You found a nice hiding spot,” a deep baritone chimed, causing her to shiver. Squeezing her lids, she reminded herself of her vow to never form connections. This meant connections of any kind, but she most certainly couldn’t form romantic connections. Even with massive Slayer-Vampyres with glowing half-fanged smiles and genuine hearts. No matter how close she felt to him, she had to maintain her resolve. It was the only way to protect the man who seemed determined to worm his way into her fortified heart.

Opening her eyes, she pasted on a dazzling smile. “Yeah, just meditating under the trees. I’m pretty Zen, if you hadn’t noticed.”

“You are pretty Zen,” was his genial reply, and her heart leaped at the emphasis he placed on the word “pretty.” Staring up at Tordor, son of Queen Miranda and King Sathan, Esme inwardly commanded her lady parts to knock it off. Of course, they didn’t listen, and she felt her pulse throb in the place between her legs that nice women didn’t talk about in polite society. Goddess, why was he so...big? Hot? Kind? Sexy?

All of the above.

“All of what above?” he asked, dark eyebrows drawing together over those gorgeous olive-green eyes inherited from his mother. Silently kicking herself, Esme realized she’d said the words aloud.

“Nothing.” Waving a dismissive hand, she straightened and pointed toward the camp. Their team of twelve immortals and hybrids had been camping at the Pennsylvania town of Rausch Gap as Esme made contact with her liaison inside the US government. The team had strategized that the United States was the first human government they would connect with and secretly infiltrate.

Rausch Gap was an abandoned town Esme had discovered years ago. Its rural location offered a fantastic place for her team to camp, but it was close enough to civilization that they could purchase supplies when needed. Its proximity to Washington, DC was an added bonus since they planned on approaching the US government first.

Their plan was to keep immortals hidden from humans while they implemented the first phases—which would be easy since humans were a vastly oblivious species. The ITU would continue to fortify the invisible wall that now stood where the immortal ether once had, separating the human and immortal realms. In the future, humans would eventually comingle with immortals and the wall would be rescinded. After all, that was what the prophecy intended when the ether was destroyed.

But for now, they needed to transition slowly and only inform those on a “need to know” basis. This included Esme’s liaison at the US government, who also happened to be a Slayer.

“Ready to head to DC?” she asked, beginning the walk back to camp as Tordor fell into step beside her. “If things go wrong, I’ll need some of that negotiation juju you have in spades.”

His warm chuckle surrounded her, and she imagined leaning closer so she could feel that smooth laugh against her ear...and maybe hump his very chiseled leg while she curled into him. Leg humping was a thing, right?

Inwardly snickering, she recalled the last man she’d had sex with over a decade ago. A one-night stand who’d scratched an itch before she left him in a hotel room in California. Esme scratched that itch every so often, moving on before any connection could be formed. Men like Tordor required connection...and commitment...and promises of futures yet to come.

Basically, all the things she couldn’t offer. Nope. She’d have to keep her mental humping to herself, even if he was the personification of Henry Cavill with fangs.

“I’ve always had a knack for negotiation,” he said, shrugging as they trailed over the wet grass. “I mean, my parents reconnected two species who were at war for a thousand years. It’s probably in my DNA.”

“In every single cell,” she teased, giving his arm a few good-natured pokes as they strolled. “It will certainly come in handy when we approach Clayton today. He’s a valuable ally and his connection with the high-ranking human general is fortuitous.”

“I’m looking forward to meeting him.” Halting, he faced her as his full lips formed a genuine smile. “Thank you for including me in your team. I feel like I finally have a purpose.”

“You’re welcome.” The rasp in her voice must’ve come from her suddenly parched throat, and she circled her tongue in her mouth, wondering why it was so dry when other parts were definitely wet...

Those forest-green eyes flashed with admiration—and something more that she refused to acknowledge—before she broke eye contact and resumed walking.

“But don’t go thinking I’m soft,” she teased, lifting a finger. “I expect you to pull your weight around here, buddy. No special treatment since you’re a royal set to inherit a realm one day.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with a salute. “I’m your loyal soldier and will follow every command.”

She shot him a suspicious glance, wondering if he caught the slight double entendre that laced his words. His angular features remained impassive, so she chalked it up to the hormones raging through her frame and did her best to shut them down.

“You’re royalty too, you know. Princess of the Elves.”

Scoffing, she shook her head. “I’m not a princess and never will be. Dear ol’ Dad would have seventeen heart attacks if he heard you say that. Hybrids like me are an abomination to him.”

They reached the camp, the ITU recruits milling around their tents as they packed supplies for the day’s mission.

“As a hybrid myself, I don’t get the sentiment. My parents embrace all immortals.”

A tiny droplet of rain landed on his cheek, resting above a slight freckle before it began to trail down his face. Esme imagined touching the tip of her tongue to the drop before licking it away. Her attraction to him was frightening, perhaps because it was the strongest attraction she’d felt to a man in...decades? Centuries? Hell, maybe forever.

Considering “forever” wasn’t in her vocabulary, it was something she needed to squash immediately. Easier said than done when he was looking at her with those compassionate eyes as the heat from his broad frame enveloped her...

“Esme?” he called, his voice soft as he studied her.

“Sorry. Zoned out.” Placing her fingers between her lips, she gave a loud whistle, summoning the recruits. “We roll out in twenty minutes, team! The drive will take a little less than three hours. Remember to remain alert and ready on the drive and once we arrive.”

Several “aye aye”s reverberated across the camp before she grinned up at Tordor. “Ready to kick some ass?”

“Born ready.” He shot her a quick wink, damn near making her knees buckle, and she puffed out a breath.

“Good stuff. I’m going to pack my supplies.” With a quick salute, she pivoted and trailed to her tent.

His gaze burned her even though she wasn’t facing him, and she wondered why she could feel it lingering on her back as she widened the distance between them. Their connection was palpable—almost like an invisible tether that zinged with the energy of unrealized promises and whispered caresses against her heated skin.

Since connection had no place in her world, Esme climbed into her tent and took a moment to breathe. Then she began to prepare her backpack for the mission, wishing she could suppress the longing she shouldn’t feel for the man who had a bright future where she had none.
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Tordor, son of Miranda and Sathan, heir to the throne of the immortal world, observed Esme step into her tent, noting she seemed a bit distracted. It was rare for the leader of the ITU, who was usually a whirlwind of positive energy and strategic, calm commands, but he figured even strong leaders had their off moments.

She’d knocked the wind out of his lungs the second he’d seen her on the battlefield when his cousin Callie defeated Bakari and destroyed the ether. Esmerelda had confidently explained she was the leader of the Immortals Transition Unit, or ITU, which existed to help immortals navigate new situations, especially ones that involved the human world. The immortal realm had been separated from the human world since the dawn of time, but with the destruction of the ether came the dissolution of that barrier.

Esme and her team had offered their help, and Tordor had jumped at the opportunity. The immortals hadn’t planned on ever approaching humans, so the fact he was presented with someone with experience and connections in the human world was beneficial.

The fact she was undoubtedly the cutest female he’d met in his life was just a bonus. A magnificently splendid bonus.

As the son of two royals elevated from war and destruction, Tordor had been raised to become heir. As his parents split their time between the austere compounds of Astaria and Uteria, he was groomed to inherit the kingdom one day. A Slayer-Vampyre hybrid prince who symbolized peace in their reunited world. It was an auspicious objective, and Tordor did his best to play his role and make his parents proud. He loved them immensely and understood how hard they’d fought to secure peace. His birth and future inheritance of the combined throne symbolized the future of the kingdom.

Unfortunately, there was one small problem: Tordor had absolutely no desire to take their place.

He’d realized it when he was quite young, and unfortunately, the feeling remained as he grew into adulthood. In those early years, he’d struggled with the knowledge, ashamed and afraid to let his parents down. But eventually, his parents had noticed and they’d sat him down when he was fifteen to have an important talk.

His mother, whom he loved with all his heart, had gazed at him with emotion-filled eyes the color of his own and told him she feared he wasn’t happy.

“I’m happy, Mom,” he’d said, squeezing her wrist as she sat beside him on the couch. “You and Dad give me everything, and I’m extremely lucky and privileged. I have nothing to be sad about.”

“You’ve always been too serious like your dad,” Miranda teased, wrinkling her nose at Sathan as he scowled.

Reaching over from the nearby chair, he cupped Tordor’s shoulder. “Being serious is totally fine, son. We can’t all be terrible comedians like your mom.”

“Hey!” Miranda chimed.

“Guys,” Tordor said, showing his palms as he chuckled. “I’m fine, seriously. There’s just so much pressure to be heir and I want to make you both proud.” Expelling a deep breath, he ran his fingers though his thick black hair, identical to his father’s. “I know half the kids in the kingdom would kill to be in my shoes. I don’t want to seem ungrateful...”

“But?” Miranda asked, lifting her eyebrows.

“But, I...I don’t know if I want to rule.” Making sure to look them both in the eye, he did his best to explain. “You’re both such great royals and were born for the roles. Hell, you earned it through so many years of war and pain. I want to earn my place on Etherya’s Earth too, whatever that will look like. Does that make sense?”

“It does,” Sathan said with a nod. “There is honor in earning your place. We have no desire to make you do anything you don’t want to do, son.”

“Can you just do us a favor?” Miranda asked, love shining in her eyes as she smiled. “Can you continue to be honest with us? I didn’t have that type of relationship with my father and I want so badly to have it with you. I don’t care if you become a milkmaid. I’ll be proud of you no matter what.”

“Are there still such things as milkmaids?” Sathan murmured, squinting at the ceiling.

“Oh, hush!” Miranda scolded. “Anyway, you understand how much I love you, right, sweetie? I just want you to keep talking to your ol’ mom.”

“I understand,” he said, slipping his hand into hers to offer comfort. “I love you both so much. I don’t want to let you down.”

“Never going to happen, Tor,” Sathan said, patting him on the back. “And we certainly don’t mind ruling until you decide you’re ready, however long it takes. It will give your mom something to do besides driving me and Uncle Kenden crazy.”

“Excuse me, I do no such thing,” she said, defiant as she lifted her chin. “You two fuddie duddies won’t spar with me as much as you used to because you’re scared I’m going to beat you.”

“Or it could be that we have other responsibilities and need to focus our time on defeating Bakari...” He rubbed his chin. “But that doesn’t stop you from asking us fourteen times a day.”

Miranda stuck her tongue out at him as he playfully scrunched his features. Tordor watched the interplay, immensely thankful he’d been born to parents who exhibited deep, true love. It created an innate need for him to find the same one day, and he knew he would never settle for less.

They’d ended that conversation with Tordor promising to continue to communicate his aspirations as he grew older. Eventually, he grew into his confidence, and as he entered his mid-twenties, he explained to his parents that he might never wish to rule. They had accepted it, although both had still urged him not to close the door completely. The opportunity to assume his role as heir and the one true king of the immortal world would always loom over his head.

For now, he would allow the possibility to remain, even though it was very faint in his mind. Instead, as the years passed, he found a new passion. One he immersed himself in that brought him great happiness and fulfilled his soul. As it turned out, Tordor happened to be a fantastic diplomat and negotiator.

As he’d stated earlier to Esme, it certainly wasn’t a shock considering he was the product of two immortals who literally pieced a realm back together. If anyone should have peace-keeping diplomatic skills, it was Tordor. But more than that, it was immensely satisfying and brought him great joy. Helping two parties evolve from deep disagreement and misunderstanding to a place of agreement and resolution filled something deep in his soul. It was why he’d created the Office of Official Complaints several years ago to resolve issues throughout the kingdom. It freed up his parents to focus on ruling and allowed him to do something that fulfilled him.

When Esme had shown up with her cheeky grin, confident swagger and team of ragtag hybrids and immortals, Tordor had jumped at the chance to offer his negotiating skills. The ITU had erected a temporary barrier to keep the realm hidden so they had time to approach the humans. Tordor saw nothing more noble than creating peace and bridging the gap between two previously unconnected realms upon Etherya’s Earth.

Spending time with the adorable human-Elf who’d taken up constant residence in his head didn’t hurt either. There was something about Esmerelda, with her quippy zingers and vibrant personality, that kept him on his toes. And something deeper that curled in his gut when she stared at him with those limitless hazel eyes. They held swirls of green and brown laced with honey-yellow flecks, and on many occasions, he’d caught himself trying to count them all. Currently, the tally was eleven flecks in her right eye and nine in her left, but he certainly wouldn’t mind getting closer so he could truly study them in earnest...

Shaking his head, he told himself to stop dreaming of pretty little Elves and focus on the task at hand. Today, they were entering Phase I of their plan, and Tordor needed to be on his game. Their plan was to approach Clayton Westfield, a Slayer who’d lived in the human world for centuries. Esme had met him somewhere in her travels, and Tordor did his best to squash the jealousy before it began.

As a human-Elven hybrid who exhibited Elven traits, Esme was immortal and had lived for centuries. Human-immortal hybrids whose immortal DNA was suppressed were mortal and only exhibited their human traits. Conversely, hybrids who expressed their immortal DNA were immortal. This led to many hybrids who passed as humans having to reinvent themselves every century and begin new lives. Esme had mentioned in passing she’d met Clayton almost two centuries ago. Had they been lovers during any of their encounters, or were they just friends who shared a common heritage?

Tordor hadn’t gathered the courage to ask, but he was still curious. As a man in his late-twenties, there were so many things he’d yet to experience in his immortal life. One of them was being in love. After all, he was the child of two people who were destined soul mates, and Tordor wanted the same. Which led to something else he’d never experienced: he was still a virgin.

It was something he fully embraced and held no embarrassment about. He wanted nothing less than a great love and wanted to share those first intimate moments with someone he felt a true connection with...and possibly even loved. Although he’d dated sporadically, he’d just never met someone who made him yearn to share those deeply personal moments.

Until her.

The sentiment was true, and Tordor admitted he was extremely attracted to the leader of his newly adopted team. Every time he was within five feet of her, his body seemed to buzz with an incandescent energy he’d never felt. But more than that, he admired her and was deeply curious about her story. She was the child of an immortal king too, although her upbringing was quite different. How many similarities did they share? How many differences? He yearned to sit down with her and just talk...to ask her about her fears and her dreams and if she’d ever been in love...

Considering they had a huge task to accomplish, Tordor understood there wasn’t going to be a lot of chitchat time. Still, he hoped to continue to earn her trust. He felt they were becoming friends and couldn’t deny he hoped it would lead to more one day. Would she be the one he finally lowered his walls for? The one he made love to as he stared into those honey-flecked eyes?

Scowling as he trailed to his tent, he grabbed his pack and slung it on his back. Would someone as worldly as Esme even consider sleeping with a virgin? Tordor was a confident man, but being intimate with someone for the first time would be at least mildly intimidating for anyone, right? Deciding not to focus on the irksome thoughts—especially since he was about to meet a man she proclaimed to be a long-time friend—Tordor mentally reminded himself not to let the jealousy flare as it could very well be unwarranted. Assuming anything about Esme’s past did him no favors, and it was imperative he remained focused on the task at hand.

The team finished gathering their supplies and formed a circle as Esme called for their attention.

“As discussed, once we park the cars, we’ll head to the Lincoln Memorial. Everyone has their positions and assignments that we’ve already gone over in detail.”

Several of the soldiers nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Tordor and I will meet Clayton on the bench by the north end of the reflecting pool at the Lincoln Memorial. We’ll appear to be tourists who run into Clayton. I’ll pretend to be his old college buddy and we’ll sit and chat like old friends. No one will know we’re discussing the future of immortals and humans.” Her hands lifted as she grinned in wonder. “Nothing like strategizing the future of several species over a lazy chat, right, guys?”

Several team members smiled, and Tordor picked up where she left off. “We’ll be in broad daylight and don’t anticipate any threats, but you all will be on alert in your various positions around the park. Keep an eye out for anything suspicious.”

“Aye aye,” they responded, some saluting as others touched their belts, confirming the presence of the guns holstered there.

Turning, Esme trained those stunning eyes on him as her lips formed a brilliant smile. “Well, then, I guess we’re ready.”

“Ready and at your command, Captain Esme.”

“Ew.” Her button nose wrinkled and he held in his chuckle. “Just Esme is fine. We’re going to work that serious formal streak out of you one day.” Jerking her head, she urged them along. “Let’s go.”

Tordor digested her words, silently envisioning one way they could work out his serious streak. He was quite sure he’d relax if they were sweaty and naked while his lips trailed over every inch of her skin...

Telling himself not to be a creep, he climbed into the front seat of their rented Jeep as Esme slid behind the wheel. Once everyone was situated in the vehicles, they set out on their journey to approach the humans.
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Chapter 3
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The ITU made it to DC and parked their cars at the previously scouted garages. Once everyone had dispersed to their assigned posts, Esme held her hand to her forehead, shielding her eyes from the sun as she surveyed the reflecting pool. She spotted Clayton eating a sandwich on a far-off bench.

Fondness welled as she admired the thick hair that fell over his brow, remembering how she’d teased him for always needing a haircut. She’d met him on her first excursion to America in the mid-1800s. Esme was curious about the new country and interested to see how many immortals had migrated there.

Clayton first spotted her at an open-air market in Philadelphia. He’d sauntered over and leaned down to whisper to her as she examined some apples at the fruit stand.

“Didn’t think I’d meet another immortal here.”

Glancing up, her fingers tightened on the apple as she evaluated whether he was friend or foe.

“Nor did I,” was her gruff response.

“Just noticed the tips of your ears,” he said, showing his palms. “They’re slight but evident to a fellow immortal.”

Esme’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a Slayer.”

“Always have been,” he teased, leaning into a slightly dramatic bow.

Taken by his calm and playful demeanor, she’d dropped her defenses and embarked on a deep friendship. She visited him every time she traveled to America, and eventually, his pursuits became romantic. Esme held him off for years until finally capitulating when she visited him in the early 1920s.

He’d taken her dancing at one of the roaring clubs where jazz reverberated off the walls. They’d danced long into the night, and he’d walked her home, his fingers twined with hers as she contemplated taking a small respite from her solitude.

When they reached his front door, he pushed it open and faced her, gently urging her inside.

“I’m leaving in a few days, Clay,” she said, her voice raspy.

“I know.” Glancing down, he kicked the floor with his toe. “I won’t push you, Esme. If you can only give me tonight, I’ll cherish it. And if you can give me the rest of your time here, I promise I’ll let you go when you’re ready. But let’s have some fun first.” He waggled his eyebrows.

She’d followed him inside, allowing herself some rare days of happiness and companionship. And then she’d left him, sealing her goodbye with a kiss to his cheek and a promise to check in often.

True to his word, Clayton had let her go and they’d moved solidly back to the friend zone. He’d become a trusted confidant in her small circle, and she was thankful her father had never harmed him.

Returning to the present moment, Esme glanced at Tordor.

“There he is, just as we discussed. Well done, Clay.”

Striding forward, Tordor fell into step beside her.

“Not too eager,” he said softly, brushing her forearm with the backs of his fingers. “Remember, we’re supposed to be lazy sightseers.”

Realizing he was right, she slowed her pace, gingerly trailing beside him as they approached Clayton’s bench. Straightening her shoulders, she prepared to lay on the act. When they were close, she gasped and broke into a huge grin.

“Clayton?” she asked, her mouth dropping open in fake surprise. “Clayton Westfield? I haven’t seen you since college graduation.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he said, setting the sandwich and wrapper on the bench before standing and wiping his hands. “Esmerelda Spalding. How the hell are you?”

They embraced before he gestured to the bench. “I was just on my lunch break. Sit down and tell me how you’ve been. Is this your husband?”

Grinning at Tordor, she shook her head. “Nah, I wouldn’t do that to him. This is my friend Tordor and he’s in town to see the sights. Figured the Lincoln Memorial reflecting pool is a must.”

“Absolutely.” Extending his hand to Tordor, Clayton said, “Nice to meet you.”

“A pleasure,” Tordor said, shaking his hand. Esme noticed the slight muscle that twitched in his firm jaw as he assessed her friend. Was he...jealous? Deciding to deliberate on that later, she refocused on the task at hand.

“I can sit for a few minutes,” she said, lowering to the bench and swinging her legs back and forth as Clayton joined her. “Want to sit?” she asked Tordor, gesturing beside her.

“I’ll stand,” he said in that deep, serious tone, crossing his arms over his expansive chest. It was what they’d planned, after all, so Tordor could surreptitiously keep watch, but it reminded Esme how large he was. Beginning to speak, she continued to gesture with her hands good-naturedly to give the appearance of a genial conversation.

“So, what did the human general say?” she asked, lowering her voice to slip into the business talk. “Is he prepared to work with us in the transition?”

“Yes,” Clayton said, lazily crossing his ankle over his knee. Esme noticed the slight bristle in his spine even though he aimed to appear laid-back and calm. “General Markson is one of the highest-ranking officials in the US government. He agrees it’s best to keep politicians out of the loop for now. Politicians are concerned with power, and he is an honorable human who is concerned with keeping people safe.”

“Immortals have no desire to hurt humans,” Tordor said, “but we understand they might see us as a threat.”

“Exactly,” Clayton confirmed with a nod. “Humans have barely figured out how to tolerate each other. Throwing a smattering of immortal species in the mix isn’t going to end well. General Markson has agreed to our immersion plan.” Gesturing with his head toward her fanny pack, he reached over to tap it. “I’m assuming your phone is in here and the eighties called and said, ‘Nice job on the rad accessory.’” Esme scrunched her features at him as he chuckled. “Markson has a private cell configured to securely take our calls. I just texted you his number.”

“Awesome,” Esme said, breathing a sigh of relief. “So, we’ll begin to transition hybrids and immortals into human governments, passing as humans so they can earn the trust of the politicians and high-ranking officials.”

“Yes,” Clayton said, his foot bobbing atop his knee. “It will take several years, maybe decades, and we’ll need to assign trustworthy immortals who are willing to create human lives. Once they have infiltrated the upper levels of government in all the industrialized countries, they will begin to reveal their true heritage. It’s the only way the general and I can foresee not shocking the humans into something drastic like nuclear war. If they already trust the people who reveal themselves as non-human, they are more likely to listen and try to accept them.”

“Only then can we have a true transition where the immortal world and human world coexist,” Tordor said, gently kicking the ground with the toe of his boot.

“Precisely,” Clayton said.

Inhaling deeply, Esme pondered. “And the general agreed to leaving the makeshift invisible wall we erected in place while we implement our plan?”

“Yes. I’m not sure he’s thrilled about having a clandestine wall separating the worlds, but it’s the only way to maintain separation for now.” Lifting his finger, he said, “General Markson loves his wife, children and the grandchild he now has on the way. He understands that child might not see a future if we botch the transition. It has to happen thoughtfully so the world doesn’t go into shock.”

“Thank the gods,” Esme breathed, throwing her arms around Clayton’s neck and squeezing. “I knew you’d come through, Clay. Thank you for all your help. You know, if you weren’t already a high-ranking official in the government, I’d recruit you for the mission.”

Chuckling, Clayton smoothed a hand over her hair. “I enjoy working at the Pentagon. You remember when the world broke into war at the beginning of the twentieth century? It was a nightmare, and I felt a calling to help. I’d been living in the human world for centuries and didn’t want to see it fall into disarray. I joined the American army and never looked back. When the war ended, I found other ways to help. I like humans, and life in their world is much better when they’re not trying to kill each other.”

“Hear, hear,” Esme muttered.

“Esme says you two have been friends for quite some time,” Tordor said.

“We have,” Clayton said, smoothing his hand over her hair again as Esme smiled into his kind eyes. “I tried to keep her all to myself, but she’s squirrely and never stays in one place long. Right, darling?”

Gently removing his hand, Esme squeezed it to soften the blow before resting it back on his thigh. “Hard to stay in one place when your dad’s dead set on poisoning everyone.”

Clayton opened his mouth to speak and she shook her head. “I have no desire to discuss him. We’re here to talk about the transition plan, and you’ve done great work here, Clay. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” His brown eyes glowed with sentiment as he continued. “The next step is to introduce you to General Markson. It’s going to be difficult because he has tight security and is usually under surveillance by high-ranking spies of other countries. It’s how all the human governments keep tabs on each other.”

“Which means the US government is also spying on high-ranking officials of every other country,” Tordor said, arching a brow.

“Every single one,” Clayton confirmed with a nod. “Markson is going to arrange a meeting for us at a clandestine location with top-notch security.”

“Good,” Esme said, gnawing her lip as she strategized the weeks and months ahead. “Miranda and Sathan have already selected immortals they wish to participate in Phase I. I’m excited for General Markson to vet them.”

Clayton’s mouth opened as he began to form an answer and Esme heard the loud chirp of a bird in her ear. It was something she would’ve never registered except for the fact that it signaled something ominous in the far reaches of her mind.

As Clayton attempted to speak, his mouth froze, open and shocked as his expression fell...

Moments ticked by with such slow gravity she could feel the passing of each tick as it clicked in her brain.

Tick...tick...tick...

Color drained from Clayton’s face as he gasped...lifting his hand to clutch his throat...his shoulders convulsing as his eyes grew wide and bulged from their sockets.

Red rivulets of blood began to trail over the fingers that gripped his throat, and adrenaline forced Esme to shake away the fog and jump into action. As her friend fell to the bench, she replaced his hand with her own, crying his name as she struggled to close the wound. A gaping hole now ravaged the spot where her friend’s Adam’s apple had once rested. His arms grew lax, falling to the ground on each side of the bench as he gasped his last breath.

Leaning over him, Esme clutched his face in her blood-soaked hands. “No...no...no... Clayton! Please...don’t go...”

Several people began to rush over, and one man shouted, “I’m a doctor!” before crouching in front of Clayton and beginning CPR, although it was pointless. The immortal she’d known for years, and one of her oldest and most trusted friends in the lonely world she inhabited, was gone.

“We have to go,” Tordor said, his tone gentle but firm. Grasping her wrist, he tugged her away from the crowd of people that were rapidly encircling Clayton. “We have our human IDs, but having the authorities run them is going to open a can of worms we can’t close.”

“We can’t leave him,” she cried. “The humans could discover he’s a Slayer—”

“We’ll have to call Markson and hope he can extricate the body before the humans examine it,” Tordor said, tugging her away from the crowd. “I don’t want to leave him either, but he wouldn’t want to compromise the mission.”

Racked with pain, Esme glanced once more at Clayton, sending him one last silent goodbye before placing her blood-soaked hand in Tordor’s and hurrying away from the commotion. Almost deaf from the incessant ringing in her ears, she gained the wherewithal to lift her head and scan the horizon, knowing one thing for certain: her father had finally decided to interfere with her mission. She’d been lucky in the months since the ether was destroyed, but that luck had run out.

As she trudged away, allowing Tordor to lead her to a nearby park so they could be shrouded by the trees and shrubs, she defiantly lifted her chin and raised her arm, extending her middle finger toward the horizon. Giving the henchman who’d shot her friend a silent “fuck you,” she closed her eyes, knowing deep in her bones her father had given the order to assassinate Clayton...and wondering the entire time why he continued to torture her and didn
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