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  Author’s Note


This is a closed-door portal fantasy with romance. If you’d like content warnings, please head to my website ( https://ajnorabooks.com/content-warnings-for-kingdoms-of-kaelums/ to get the list.)
I believe in representation, and I will always include queer people in my stories because we exist and deserve to see ourselves in the novels we read.
Thank you for supporting an indie author. I hope you enjoy! <3
If you’d like to join my newsletter list, you can do so at https://ajnorabooks.com/newsletter to stay up to date on upcoming books and other exciting news!






  
  
For the aspecs like me, who hate having to skim sex scenes all the damn time, but still love fantasy romance. 
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  Pronunciation Guide 


Silvis: SIL-vis 
Brynia:BRI-nee- yah
Anastasia Behar: An-NUH-stay-zuh Bay-HAR
Meredith Kaesy: Mare-UH-dith KAY-see
Alixandra Bludeg: Al-ix-AN-dra BLU-deg
Creon: KREE-on
Vasileios Maeb-Somni: Va-ssee’-lee-os Mahb-SOM-nee
Shiloh Leigdraca: SHY-low Lē(d)zh-DRA-ca






  
  Prologue


Four Years Ago 
The night pressed in around Lana as she hovered just outside her mother’s bedroom door, that had been left slightly ajar. Dull, yellow light spilled from the doorframe. Her mother’s voice floated through the crack with a panicked intensity that Lana had never heard before. 
She leaned forward, struggling for a glimpse of her mother through the cracked door. Her mother, Elaine, stood in the middle of the room, at the foot of her perfectly made bed. Elaine’s honey blonde hair stuck to her face in sweaty clumps and in front of her gold hazel eyes — a starburst of deep brown and gold.
Marty ran his hand over Elaine’s tattoo-covered arm whispering soothing words—a sight that Lana had grown accustomed to in the last year. But her mother hadn’t been this upset before. She’d never looked so terrified.
“They’ve found a way into this world, Martin.” She pressed her hand against her lips as tears slid down her cheeks. “Nowhere is safe.”
During her last year, her mother had been acting strangely, but what was she talking about? What was coming?
“It’s okay, sweetheart. Nothing will hurt you here. It’s safe,” he murmured.
Her mother pushed him away. “You don’t understand. Harmoni has turned.” She trailed off as the tears ran rivulets down her cheeks.
“Elaine.” Marty took a careful step toward her.
Lana held her breath, trying to stay silent as she made sense of the scene unfolding before her. She’d never heard the name before—Harmoni. Who is that? What was that? The only thing Lana ever heard her mother talking about “turning” was spoiled milk. Why was she so upset? Her thoughts spun.
“Silvis will be overrun, and the beasts will find their way here. I need to do something. She’s not safe. My daughter isn’t safe.” Her voice shook with the force of a repressed sob. “I can help them, and then we can finally go home. I must try. I’m so sorry, Martin.”
“Elaine, please. You’re talking nonsense again. Listen to me, please,” Marty begged, reaching out for her, but she stepped back, holding her hands up to keep him at bay.
Nothing made sense. Lana considered stepping into the room. Would that help or hurt? Her hand hovered over the doorknob as she struggled with the decision. What could she say or do that Marty couldn’t? She wasn’t supposed to be up this late, and she’d already eavesdropped so long. Would her mother be angry with her for stepping in?
“All this time, I’ve been preparing—I’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but I’ve done what I can to keep you safe as possible. I love you,” she said. “Don’t go outside, especially past the fence, at night. Don’t stand in the deep shadows. Avoid the in-between times—all in-betweens lead to Faerie. I’ll come back as soon as I can, when it’s safe.”
Faerie? Lana wrapped her fingers around the doorknob. She had to do something. She had to help her mother. But what could she do? What use was she? Icy tendrils of fear held her captive.
Her mother took another step back until she stood in front of the bathroom doorway, where the shadows of the night were already dark as the space between stars.
“Come back? What do you mean? Where are you going?” Marty scanned the room, eyes catching on each of the exits—the bedroom door where Lana hid and the window; both were far away from where her mother stood.
“I’m going to Kaelum.” She smiled. Sorrow lurked in the curve of her lips. “Please tell Lana that I love her. Tell her to look from the dark place.”
“Elaine…I’m worried, darling. That’s not real. It’s in your head. Let’s just get some sleep and you’ll feel better in the morning.”
A shimmer in the shadows caught Lana’s attention, and her heart leapt into her throat. What was happening?
Her mother looked straight at Lana, and she swore her mother saw her there as she smiled and said, “Goodbye, my love.” The shadows in the doorway to the bathroom coalesced, wobbling and shimmering like the night sky. Her mother stepped back into the dripping darkness.
Marty rushed forward, trying to grab her hand. “Elaine?! What the hell is happening? Elaine!”
Lana stood frozen in the doorway as her mother disappeared. The shadows fell away as if they’d never existed at all. Her mother was gone.
Marty scrambled, screaming her mother’s name as he searched the bathroom, but the room was completely empty.
He fell to his knees, staring at the place his wife had once been, her name a terrified prayer on his lips.
Lana stumbled away from the door, too aware of the darkness that surrounded her in the hallway. She ran, chased by the sound of Marty’s sobs, flicking on light switches as she went.






  
  Chapter 1 


Lana
There were three rules that Lana lived by since her mother’s disappearance four years ago: 
	Always be home before dark.

	Never stand in the deep shadows.

	Never linger at in-betweens, especially doorways.



So, as she left her evening shift at Mina’s Diner, Lana stepped quickly through the door and hurried away from the shadow of the old building. In the white light of the street lamps, she scanned the surroundings, eyes lingering on the shadows cast by the moon creeping up the eastern sky. The diner, with its chipped paint and dirty windows—some still boarded up from the last hurricane—sat at the top of a hill that overlooked the river. Cypress trees, with their knees jutting from the lazy river current, lined the other side of the water.
Lana stared at the watchful darkness in the woods, where the branches converged. Wind stirred her hair, tugging strands free from the high ponytail she wore to work, leaving her with chills where her hair brushed against skin. Even so far away, she could smell the soapy scent of crushed magnolia leaves carried by the breeze.
The door behind her banged open. Startled by the sudden sound, her breath caught and she stumbled, stepping off the curb and into the faded parking lot of the diner.
She turned suddenly, bringing Tara’s familiar face into view. She was one of the other girls who worked at the diner. Definitely not her favorite coworker. She grimaced inwardly, waiting to hear what Tara wanted.
“Lana! Wait, I need a huge favor,” she said with a smile as wide as the river plastered on her face.
Of course she did. “Yes?”
“Take my shift tomorrow?” she asked, but before Lana could answer, Tara babbled out her reasons. “My new boyfriend got me tickets to the Undead Loves concert and you know it’s my favorite band, so I really really want to go. It was so sweet of him, and you know they’re so expensive, and he can’t return them, so please. Pretty please. I’ll grab a shift for you later, if you want.”
Lana sighed. Taking Tara’s shift tomorrow would put her at seven days this week, but what else was she going to do anyway? She didn’t have any friends — other than Liam who she barely saw since he got into med school. Her heart clenched. She missed him. He was the only person, other than her mom and Marty, who had been constant in her life. She’d never had long time friends, never really clicked with the other kids in town. And she’d never had a boyfriend. Not that Lana didn’t want a partner. She loved love. In her free time, she watched rom-coms and read sappy romance novels. She desperately wanted love, but it just wasn’t for her.
She tried dating for a while, but every romance she’d ever had felt wrong somehow — gross — so she gave up on dating years ago. She grimaced as a memory filtered to the surface: in tenth grade, a boy tried to kiss her at a football game. He was cute and nice, but she didn’t even know his name. He leaned in and the thought of his warm lips, wet with saliva, and too soft skin made her heart race. Lana had nearly fallen off the bleachers trying to scramble away. There was only one person she could stand being close to, but he would never see her the way she saw him. But her quiet feelings were a secret, as they had been for over a decade. They were just friends.
“Sure,” Lana said, finally.
Tara squealed and then ran back inside without another word. Alone again, Lana trudged toward her car. The streetlight buzzed overhead, flickering. With each flicker, the shadows seemed to move, crawling closer to her. Undulating with malice. 
Lana quickened her pace. She’d had to park all the way by the treeline when she clocked in — too many customers, which she guessed was a good thing for Mina, but not so much for her. Goosebumps crawled along her arms. 
The light flickered again, going dark for an entire second. Red eyes glowed in the woods. A howl broke through the air and Lana screamed as she broke into a full out run to her car. 
In the woods in front of her car, the shadows converged, warbling between two trees. Just like the night her mother disappeared. Breathing heavily, Lana fumbled with her keys. She jammed her finger on the button. Click. Unlocked. 
Unable to stop her momentum, Lana crashed against the car door. She rolled to the side and ripped the door open. In a fluid movement, she was inside with the door slammed shut and locked. She flicked on the headlights, which bathed part of the lot and the woods beyond.
Nothing was there. No living shadows. No red eyes. Nothing.
Lana took deep, ragged breaths. Was it in her head? Was she that sleep deprived? It must be her imagination, she reasoned. But a nagging voice in the back of her said it wasn’t, reminded her of the night her mother disappeared. Instead of examining her thoughts any more, Lana threw her car in reverse and hurriedly left the parking lot. 
She drove straight home. The car jostled down the dirt drive way. Ancient live oak trees, dripping with moss, surrounded the house, which nestled in four acres of woods—an inheritance from her mother’s side of the family. Only the side of the property facing the road was bereft of trees. It was a large house and looked like it belonged in an old Southern Living magazine. At least, it would if the place wasn’t falling apart from neglect.
Ever since her mother disappeared, Marty, her stepfather, had stopped tending to it, other than occasionally mowing the grass closest to the house. Black sooty mold grew on the white siding from pollen that was never washed off.
The solid board fence was the cleanest thing on the property—mostly because it was the newest. Five years ago, her mother had insisted on a sturdy wooden fence around the house and the trees cut back farther from the yard. Lana spent most of her days helping her mother string up lanterns that stretched from the fence to the house. She’d initially thought her mother was preparing for some elaborate party, but that thought evaporated when she noticed her mother burying strange objects in the ground and weaving golden thread along the perimeter of the fence.
Lana only asked once what her mother was doing, and Elaine had simply responded, “I’m protecting you.” Lana never asked again. But she began to pay more attention. She’d listened at their bedroom door the night her mother disappeared. She heard every word, kept them stashed in the back of her mind as nightmare fodder with all the other things that made no sense—like the rules and the fence.
Lana blinked away the memories and turned the car off. Every single light was on in the house, including the lanterns that were strung across the yard. The lights were always on, even in the middle of the day. It had been that way since the night her mother disappeared. 
Still haunted by whatever had happened — or hadn’t happened — at the diner that night, Lana threw the car door open and made a run for the safety of the house. Bright lights were safe. The monsters didn’t like the light. Once safe in the house, she leaned against the closed door and steadied her breathing. The overhead lights stung her eyes after driving in the dark, but the nice thing about having every light on in the house meant she didn’t need to stop and flip switches. Though, she did wonder about the electric bill, but that didn’t matter. Her mother’s family left them with a large inheritance and they’d been paying bills from that for years.
Spurred on by her grumbling stomach, Lana wandered into the kitchen and began digging through the cabinets for a snack. Her eyes drifted to the corner of the room, where the microwave hung over the stove, creating a pocket of darkness despite the overhead lights.
The shadows seemed to move along the black glass stovetop. Her nightmares rushed to the forefront of her mind again, freezing her in place. “It’s not real,” she said to reassure herself. Shadows don’t move, not like that. It’s just my imagination, she reasoned, but she still warred with her pounding heart.
“It’s not real,” she said again. She needed more sleep. Exhaustion was making her illogical. What she saw the night her mother left was illogical. What she saw outside of the diner was illogical. No matter how much she tried to reason with herself, she knew the truth. She’d seen the truth when her mother disappeared. The shadows were dangerous. She took a deep breath and shoved her fears to the back of her mind. In the house, she was safe. Nothing could hurt her here.
“Hey,” said Marty. Lana jumped, slamming the cabinet shut as she whirled around to her stepdad, tearing her wide eyes away from that dark corner. She hadn’t heard him come in. His eyes scanned the kitchen. Lana knew he was looking for the shadows too. She’d heard him screaming in his sleep, caught in some nightmare, murmuring her mother’s name, pleading for her to come back, to save him.
She wondered whether, in his nightmares, he saw the same things she did.
Lana finally managed a response. “Hey.”
He looked at her with bloodshot eyes and a raised brow, swaying as if caught by some breeze. It didn’t surprise Lana that he was already drunk—she honestly couldn’t remember when she’d seen him sober in the last few years. Not that she blamed him. 
She shrugged, responding to his questioning brow. “It’s nothing. I just had a long shift.” They didn’t talk about the shadows, or the night Mom disappeared. Shifting back and forth, Lana decided to ask something she’d never asked before. “What happened that night?”
His face paled, and he shook his head. “I don’t know what you mean, Lana.”
“With Mom.”
He shook his head again. The few strands of hair on his head shuddered with the movement. 
“There’s got to be some way to find out, right?”
Marty turned his back on her, clutching his temple with one hand. “Your mom left us. That’s all that happened.” He stepped into the hallway.
“What about her stuff? Did she say anything? What about …” Lana hesitated on the word she’d never let fall from her lips. “Kaelum?”
Marty stiffened. His fingers trembled at his side. “If you want to look through her books, they’re in her room.” Since Mom disappeared, Marty had moved out of their bedroom into an empty one down the hall. Neither of them had entered that room in four years, but, finally, Lana decided she would. Tomorrow. When the morning light filtered in the big windows and banished any possibility of shadows.
With a deep sigh, Marty lumbered away. The floor boards creaking beneath his considerable weight.
Alone again, weariness reared its head. Lana trudged up the stairs to her room, grateful that the lights left no shadows to taunt her. She was exhausted, but her stomach tightened with dread. If she slept, the nightmares would find her. She couldn’t sleep, no matter how much she wanted to.
Her room wasn’t nearly as bright as the other rooms in the house. She kept only one lamp by the window. She flicked the overhead light on, banishing the few shadows that remained.
After a momentary debate, Lana climbed into bed. Closing her eyes for a few minutes wouldn’t hurt. She wouldn’t sleep, just rest for a little bit, but the weight of her exhaustion drew her in with sweet promises of rest.
With her head buried against a pillow, Lana fell into the dark of sleep.






  
  Chapter 2


Lana
As Lana sank into sleep, the safety of the lights faded away, and the bed beneath her became the hot sand of endless dunes in a desert landscape lit only by the dying sun. She was in her most familiar nightmare—the twilight desert of the beasts, a place of rotting flesh and blood-soaked wastes. 
Lana jolted up from the ground, struggling against the sand that threatened to pull her under. In the distance, flashes of fire flickered. Fire. Lana exhaled in relief. The safest place in the desert was by the fire. The monsters hated light, so she ran.
As she approached, the fire grew larger. The unhindered flames darted across wooden buildings that crumbled beneath the heat. Lana slowed her step. The sand became firmer, like stone. With the knowing of dreams, she understood that this village was the only one across the entire desert and had been empty for decades—just like the temple it was connected to.
A familiar voice screamed, piercing the night—anger and loss intermingling in the sound. Her body acted of its own accord, pushing her toward the sound. Lana ran until a woman’s figure became visible among the flames and smoke.
The tall, muscled woman wore intricate metal armor that reflected the flames. A red and gold crest splayed across her chest. Entranced by the knight, Lana halted, watching the woman, whose ashen hair waved in the breeze that fueled the flames, despite the braids tucked tight behind her pointed ears.
A man in similar armor stood at the edge of the village, keeping his distance from the hungry fire. “We need to leave!”
“I won’t rest,” she said, “until I find Meredith or every last Hollow is dead.”
“General Bludeg, you can’t kill them all!” The soldier fidgeted in place, looking back to the horizon where a wave of shadowy dots undulated in the moonlight.
Lana clenched her hands to her chest. The monsters—Hollows. They were coming. She couldn’t tear her eyes from the horizon, where the distant figures only drew closer with every breath. Memories of their mottled flesh, wrapped in shadow, of their glowing red eyes, flashed in Lana’s mind, and terror churned in her stomach.
“We can’t take on an entire horde,” the soldier said, pleading with the general.
“Let them come.” General Bludeg pulled her sword from its sheath. “I have a promise to keep.” She bared her teeth, snarling as she waved her sword in the air toward the incoming Hollows. “Come get me, beasts!”
The soldier turned tail and ran, leaving Lana alone with the fearless general. In this nightmare, Lana was always a ghost. The general couldn’t see her, couldn’t hear her. Lana could only stand and watch, terrified but unable to avert her gaze from the horror the general would soon face.
Despite knowing she was in her nightmares, Lana couldn’t ignore the fear that urged her to hide. She scrambled up stone steps and took shelter at the top of a nearby building—one of the few made entirely of stone. She crouched in her perch, watching as the monsters descended.
The Hollows appeared, swarming the ruined village like a plague. Bodies like rotting wolves, twisted bones jutting through sparse fur, all covered in smoke and wrapped in red lightning that jolted around their bodies. Eyes glowing with that same red magic. With them came the strengthening scent of decay. Their bodies jerked unpredictably, the sand shifting beneath their feet in unnatural ways.
They howled, snapping their hungry teeth; foamy spit splattered on the ground. Like water twisting into a whirlpool, the Hollows circled General Bludeg, who swung with hateful precision, cutting down each monster that dared draw close. Her blade cut through necks with ease, leaving the Hollows crumpled on the ground, bleeding brown-black blood.
Despite her prowess, the beasts kept coming. Lana could do nothing but watch the nightmare play out before her. Though her heart beat wildly, begging her to do something, to somehow save General Bludeg from certain death.
The general climbed over bodies, feet squelching in enemy flesh, ready to meet her attackers, but the Hollows pressed closer, tightening around the general. She sank to a knee, breath coming in quick bursts.
Lana shoved to her feet, already moving to the stairs.
The beasts lunged and buried the general beneath the heap of their twisting flesh and fangs. Not even a wisp of her could be

      [image: ]




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
AJ, NORA .

very shadow hides a doorway to Faerie. &
. gl " L

\ .






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents


    

    
      
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        1.
        
        Author’s Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        3.
        
        Pronunciation Guide 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        4.
        
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 1 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 5 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 9 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 19 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        24.
        
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        25.
        
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
      


    
  



OEBPS/images/29f279f8-3be2-4758-8440-2229e33dec4e.png
4 ff\{% :
—,? Ros =

THE ABYSSAL BAY





OEBPS/images/a6b43ab0-aad2-4b8d-9f91-ec70d31e0621.png
Lion Bria
Books lﬁ%

uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu





OEBPS/images/12aca795-d529-4e00-93f2-65ba79655af3.png









