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“You’re worried.”

The shoulders of the woman in front of him slumped as she continued to gaze out of the window, one hand resting on the windowsill while the other rubbed slow circles over her lower abdomen.

“Of course, I am,” she eventually said as he approached, moving to gently kiss her neck. He didn’t want her to worry so. He wasn’t oblivious to the dark circles under her eyes or the way she jumped at shadows.

“She cannot reach you here,” he assured her. “You are safe at the Palace.”

She nodded, reaching over to take his hand in hers before returning it to her abdomen. “She will not stop until she sees me dead. No matter what.”

“I will not let it come to that. No one may threaten the Queen while the King still lives.”

“She won’t care. She will tear through you to get to me, and I could not bear that. Not only is she determined to regain ‘her’ kingdom, no matter the cost, she is also determined to get to me.”

“I don’t suppose you will tell me why? I am long past believing that she is simply out for revenge. The Rebel Queen does not seem the type.”

His wife snorted at that. “No, I guess she’s not. Prissy little bitch that she is. We are... connected. Flip sides of the same coin, I suppose you could say. One will kill the other, I know that much.”

“You, I, and our daughter will be safe here. I promise you.”

The Queen smiled at that, finally turning to face her husband, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Oh? So, you’re finally onboard with the idea that she’s a girl, then?”

“Well, it would be unusual for you to be wrong about something.”
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“YOU’RE BACK!”

The Demon King was interrupted from his memories by Seph approaching him. It seemed as if he spent most of his time within those memories, wishing that he had given Lily’s fears more heed.

Seph approached, bowing as she came to a stop in front of him. It was evident from her flushed cheeks and laboured breath that she had run to greet him, despite the long, intricate dress she wore. “My Liege.”

“My Queen,” he greeted in turn before turning to the guards. “Leave us.”

As soon as they were out of earshot, Seph dropped her deferential act, immediately hitting him in the arm. “It’s been over a year!”

“I warned you that I would be gone for a while,” he reasoned.

“Only you would refer to a year as a ‘while’...” she muttered before taking a moment to regard him carefully. He had sent for her right away and hadn’t had the opportunity to change out of his travelling gear. He hadn’t been too bothered with his appearance while he was gone, so his jet-black hair and beard had grown long and shaggy. “You look terrible.”

“I always look terrible. I’m dying, remember?”

​“Oh no, you don’t get to say that and think that it will save you from my anger. You left me to run everything, on my own, for over a year. In case you have forgotten, I don’t have Royal Blood. You’re lucky there wasn’t a rebellion...”

He simply smiled at her outburst. “I had faith in you to keep the nobles in line. Besides, I was never suited for rule. It suits you quite well, however.”

She rolled her eyes. “I hope your trip yielded some results. The kingdom cannot withstand another of your ventures.”

He nodded. “I think it did. Only time will tell, however.” He produced a scroll from his pack, handing it to her. “I believe this is what I need but, I must confess, I was never as well versed in the ancient lore as you.”

She raised an eyebrow as she carefully took the scroll from him, moving over to a nearby table so that she could examine it more closely. She took several moments, clearly able to read what he could not, before gasping softly.

“This... This is truly ancient. One of the Silent Spells. Their like hasn’t been seen in millennia...”

“Could we use it?”

She took a moment before nodding. “Yes. Thankfully, all of these components are fairly easy to obtain. The question is, why do you think it will help you?”

“This spell... I could not be sure before, but I suspected that it would allow someone tied to Fate to increase their power tenfold. Was I right?”

“Yes. However, the effects are only temporary and the risk... I still do not see how that helps you.”

“You are a Seer, are you not?”

She frowned. “You must know that a spell of this magnitude requires great sacrifice.”

“All magic requires sacrifice.”

She shook her head. “I will need to use you as a link, which means that you will have to be the source of power. You said it yourself; you are dying. This could very well kill you.”

“I am well aware of the risk,” he told her quickly.

“And what if this does not work? What if there is nothing to find but, still, you kill yourself? There would be none of Royal Blood left. You would leave the kingdom without an heir and plunge us into chaos.”

“You’re being melodramatic,” he defended, but he knew that it was clear that not even he believed the words.

She simply sighed. “You won’t change your mind, will you? No matter what I say.”

“Seph, I am dying. I need an heir of Royal Blood.”

“Are you sure that is what this is about? Are you truly trying to ensure the future of your people or are you trying to recapture the happiness of your past instead of looking to the future?”

He shook his head, equal parts guilt and pity within his gaze as he met hers, despite his best efforts. She had always hated when he looked at her like that. “Seph, it has been ten years. Too much of my power is gone. I no longer have the strength needed to produce another heir. We both know that. My only hope is that my daughter is still alive somewhere.”

“Even if she is alive... she would surely be a pawn of the Creatures of Light.”

“All the more reason to find her.”

“And what if it’s too late? What if the damage has been done and she is irrecoverable?”

“It won’t come to that,” he insisted. “She is still a child.”

“I just want you to be prepared. Those that came before us saw this eventuality and put measures in place-”

“No!” He rarely put his power behind his voice when around her, and certainly never when speaking to her. Thankfully, it had no effect, thanks to their bond. “I’m sorry,” he eventually managed, dropping down onto a chair with a tired sigh. “But that is not an option. She is my daughter, and I will not see her killed.”

“You may not have a choice.”

“That remains to be seen,” he answered before taking a moment to regard her. “So, will you do this?”

She nodded, moving over to one of the cabinets in the room. “It doesn’t need many complex ingredients. They should, in fact, all be in here. The tricky part is easily in the sacrifice required of you.”

“What about you?” he asked. “Is there any chance that increasing your powers like this, even temporarily, will harm you?”

“No,” she said, a little too quickly. “I will be perfectly safe. You’re the one we have to worry about.” 

He wondered if he should press her on that as she set up the ritual, but he couldn’t bring himself to.

Not when he was so close.

“Hold out your hands,” she told him, drawing a ceremonial knife. He did as she asked and she drew her blade across his palms before repeating the action on her own. She then took his hands in hers so that there was a path of blood from which his power could flow into her. “Ready?”

He nodded. “Of course.”

At that, she began to speak in an ancient tongue which he did not recognise. Not that he could ever claim to be an expert in such things. After a few moments, he felt his strength drain from him, his vision blurring before eventually fading to black.
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HE AWOKE ONCE MORE to Seph fussing over him, but he ignored her worrying as he sat up. “Did it work?”

She nodded. “Yes. But are you all right? I almost lost you there...”

“I’m fine,” he insisted. “I just need rest. What did you see?”

“I...” She looked as if she was about to protest his assertion that he was fine, but decided better of it, realising that he would not rest until he had his answers. “I did not see her, exactly. Rather... someone Fate has linked her to. A boy.”

“Who?”

Seph frowned as she tried to make sense of what she had seen. “I’m not certain. I just felt overwhelming loneliness and isolation... and fear. The boy is terrified.”

“Why? What has him so scared?”

Seph shut her eyes as if to better see the image once more. “Either Father or Jailer, he knows not which. They are one and the same, and equally terrifying...” She trailed off before her eyes flew open with surprise. “I recognised him... Uther...”

“Your brother?”

She nodded, looking more than a little tired as she too took a seat. “I’m sure of it.”

“But... your brother has no children.”

Seph looked sheepish. “Well, he has no trueborn heirs, that is certainly true...”

Her husband frowned. “Seph... who is this boy?”

“He... During the War, there was an incident. My brother was careless with one of his genetically modified... opponents. It is unlike him to be so foolish - you always double checked that an Enhanced was dead. But he unwittingly left her with enough life to live and escape.”

“Can I assume that he did more than just battle her?”

Seph shrugged. “It was a war, and Uther hates humans more than most, which is saying something.”

“And he left her with child?”

“Yes. He found out much later and had no success in tracking her down before the reversal and the War ended. The only thing was, she and the boy were being kept in an experimental facility with special shielding. They survived the reversal. My brother, of course, tracked down the facility and slaughtered everyone inside. I’m not sure why he didn’t just kill the boy as well, especially given that all he has done with him is lock him up, but I’ve always suspected that it was so that he could study him. He is, after all, part Demon and part Enhanced.”

“Why have you never informed me of your brother’s actions? Surely this is a matter for the crown to handle.”

Seph shrugged once more. “He’s my brother, and powerful, at that. While you disappear off on these trips, Uther is very often the only thing standing between me and a rebellion.”

“Well, I don’t intend to leave again. And I also don’t want anyone ‘linked’ to my daughter within Uther’s grasp.”

Seph frowned in thought, before smiling. “Then take the boy in as a ward. There is no way that Uther will refuse the ‘honour’. The boy will be powerful, any fool can see that, so take him in and train him, just as you would if he were your own. At best, he will lead you to your daughter and, at worst, he will prove to be a competent successor, loyal to you and capable of protecting the crown.”

The King nodded in agreement, though now it was his turn to frown. “The Palace is too close to your brother’s influence for my liking. It would be safer if we had a trusted friend take him to Earth and train him far from his father’s reach.”

“Who would you suggest?”

“What about your other brother? He has always been one of my most competent men.”

“Gregor? Competent?” Seph rolled her eyes. “I’ll never know what you see in him aside from a drinking buddy, but... I suppose I must admit that he would train the boy well and be able to keep him safe.”

“Then it is settled.”
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Freya tried to tell herself that the combination of nerves and excitement that had been coursing through her non-stop ever since she had arranged to visit the Underworld were ridiculous and unnecessary. After all, it wasn’t as if she had never left Earth before. She had already been to Atlantis – and she went to the Shadow Realm almost every night – so she didn’t know why this should be different.

Or at least, that’s what she told herself.

In truth, she knew precisely why it would be different.

She was going home.

Every time she even dared to get near that thought, however, she pulled away from it. It was too hot and bright, and she was used to neither.

Admitting that this strange place that she had never visited before might hold that kind of significance to her gave it too much power.

What if it was home, and it disappointed her as much as every other attempt at home had?

No, better that it was just another realm. Like Atlantis. With no extra meaning to it.

When Freya was honest with herself, she knew exactly what she was doing when she shied away from giving this trip any kind of emotional weight. She knew that she was just afraid.

But the thing about knowing was that it didn’t necessarily change anything.

It just gave her the perspective to get frustrated with herself...

“You’ve got that frown again,” her boyfriend, Damon, said as he entered the room. “And you’ve been holding that T-shirt since I left.”

Freya looked down to see that she, indeed, hadn’t moved, her suitcase still only half packed.

She sighed, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. I have trouble... Well, I just keep getting lost in my thoughts.”

“Freya, if you don’t want to go...”

She shook her head again. “No, I do. I just... I don’t know. I don’t want to put too much on this. I mean, what if it doesn’t work out?”

Damon gave her a sympathetic smile. “I know that I can’t guarantee anything, but I’m sure that it won’t be so bad. I mean, you’ve always gotten on well with Demons. I don’t imagine that will change once you’re in the Underworld, and it certainly won’t change if you decide to reveal the truth about yourself.”

Freya sighed again. “I know. I just... I don’t want to get too hopeful about this whole thing. I mean, how this all works out... It will decide my entire future.”

“Our future,” Damon corrected, before reaching into his pocket. “Here, you missed something.”

Freya frowned, sure that she had ticked off everything on her packing checklist.

Her confusion only deepened as she recognised the item Damon held as a small jewellery box.

She didn’t wear jewellery. Not aside from a couple of protection charms, and she never took them off.

But then, Damon was passing it to her.

She went to open the box, only to find it empty.

She looked back up at Damon with a raised eyebrow.

He shrugged sheepishly in response. “Well, there was going to be a ring in there, but then I remembered that you already had one, and I thought two might be too much.”

Freya blinked, vaguely aware of what that might mean, though she was distracted by his comment about another ring, her hand going to the one she kept on a chain around her neck.

The one she had forgotten to count in her tally of jewellery, given that it was such a part of her.

The one Alex had given her.

She hadn’t meant to keep it on for so long. Not when she and Damon were now in a serious relationship. But then... It had always seemed too soon. Until it hadn’t. But then she felt as if she should have possibly taken it off before and had simply opted for inaction.

“I can take it off if it bothers you,” Freya said, despite the way her stomach twisted at the thought. “You’ve just never said anything about it before...”

Damon shook his head. “I know, and I wouldn’t ask that of you. I know how much Alex still means to you.”

Freya looked away. “It’s still an engagement ring. I mean, I would understand if it bothered you.”

“It doesn’t,” he told her simply. “I’ve always been able to tell when you lie about your feelings, Freya. You’re good at it, but you’re good at it in the same way I am. We both needed it as a defence mechanism, but it was never a defence mechanism you needed with me. Well, except when you were trying to pretend that you didn’t have feelings for me when we were younger, but if you remember, I saw through that as well.”

She rolled her eyes. “You only saw through that because you managed to wake me from that sleeping curse with true love’s kiss.”

He grinned. “Well, there is that, but it certainly served as a decent baseline. My point is, Freya, I know that you don’t lie when you say that you love me. And I don’t need some symbolic gesture to back it up. You still care about Alex, and that doesn’t have to get in the way of our relationship.”

Freya nodded, her throat tightening a little as the knots in her stomach loosened. It wasn’t that she necessarily held out hope of seeing Alex again, but the thought of giving up on her in such a concrete way, even if Freya had moved on with her life...

It wasn’t something that sat well with her.

“We’re here, together, and we love each other,” Damon continued. “That’s all I’ve ever needed.”

His hand went to cover the ring box in hers, reminding her how the conversation had started.

“So, this box...” she ventured.

“Well, Demons also don’t do rings, I just thought... Well, I wanted a clever opening.” He shrugged sheepishly.

She raised an eyebrow, not willing to let him off the hook so quickly.

Not least because some paranoid corner of her mind refused to believe that she had interpreted his meaning correctly.

Damon sighed, realising that he was going to have to say the words aloud. “Freya, I haven’t really ever had a plan for my future. I just wanted to get away from my father. Then when the King wanted me to be his heir, I didn’t object because I had no other conception of what my life away from my father might look like and I felt I owed King Edric a debt that I could never repay. But you... Freya, I now know what I want in my future. I want you. But as long as we’re together, I don’t care what our future looks like. Where we go, what we do... I just want to be there and do it with you.

“I know that we’re about to walk into a minefield and that you’re going to have to make a dozen choices about the future, and I want you to know that, no matter what, no matter what you decide, it will be our future. If you decide to come back to Earth, I will come back with you. If you want to stay as the Dark Angel and nothing else, I’ll stay with you. If you want to take the throne, I’ll stand with you.”

Freya felt her eyes sting and found herself looking away as her mind raced at a thousand miles an hour.

“I... you shouldn’t make me promises like that,” Freya eventually managed. “I mean, what if I make a decision you don’t like? What if I decide something you can’t stand with?”

“I know that you never would,” Damon assured her.

Freya shook her head quickly. “No, Damon, don’t... Don’t...”

Damon sighed. “Freya, do you want to marry me?”

“Yes, but...”

“But?”

She shook her head. “You shouldn’t tie yourself to me,” she eventually managed. “Not like this. I’ll do something that will make you want to leave. I always do... Hell, Damon, I compelled you to do what I wanted less than a week ago. Do you really want to be married to someone who could just take away your free will like that?”

Damon sighed. “Is that truly your only objection? You think I’ll want to leave at some point?”

Freya gave a reluctant nod.

Damon sighed again, shaking his head. “Can’t you see that that’s what I’m trying to tell you? I know you, Freya. I’ve known you for almost a decade now. You haven’t chased me away yet. Well, apart from when I went back to the Underworld, but I didn’t want to go, and I never stopped thinking of you. Trust me, Freya, you’re not going to lose me. I promise.”

“I... You’re ignoring the problem. What if I accidentally compel you again?”

“Would you marry me if that wasn’t a problem?”

She nodded. “Of course, I would. Damon, I love you, I just... I don’t think you’ve thought through everything...”

Damon shrugged. “Well, you wouldn’t be able to compel me if we got married. Royal Blood doesn’t work on your spouse. At least, assuming you married in the traditional, Demon way.”

Freya blinked at him. “Wait, really?”

He nodded. “I think Viktor and Maltess had enough foresight to realise that they’d be screwing over their children without that loophole.”

She frowned. “Why didn’t you tell me that before?”

“Because I know how unsettled this power makes you and I knew that if you had a chance to make me immune, you would take it. Whether you wanted the rest of the package or not. Shockingly, I didn’t want that to be the reason why you agreed to marry me.”

Freya shook her head before closing the gap between them, capturing his lips with hers as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

“It would never have been the reason,” she assured him as she pulled away. “Never.”

Damon grinned back in return. “So, just for clarification, now that I’ve promised that I truly do understand that this would mean the two of us being together forever and that that is exactly what I want, and now that you’re sure that you won’t accidentally take away my free will again... Freya Snow, will you marry me?”

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “Of course, I will. I love you, Damon. With all my heart.”

His grin widened for a moment before he closed the space between them, Energy crackling as his lips met hers.

“So...” Freya managed, a little breathlessly, as he finally moved away. “You said something about there being a traditional Demon way to do things?”

Damon nodded. “Yes, right. There’s a spell. It forms a bond between the two people. It’s nothing too intrusive. It allows you to share your Energy across slightly larger distances, but other than that, I think it’s all stuff covered by our Soulbond.”

“Okay, what else?”

“Um, that’s pretty much it. This has always been considered a private thing among Demons. You perform the spell with the person you want to marry, and that’s it. That’s why we don’t do rings, there’s not really an engagement period. There might be a betrothal period for underage nobles in arranged marriages, but that’s it.”

Freya bit her lip. “So, you’re saying to do it now?”

“I, well... If you want. We could wait, if...”

“No, I’m more than happy to do it now. I was just asking.”

Damon grinned. “I was hoping you would say that. Hang on, I’ve got everything I need.” He hurried off to rummage through one of his drawers.

Freya raised an eyebrow, placing her hands on her hips. “Oh? So sure I would say yes, were you?”

“Yeah, I was pretty sure,” he said with a cocky grin before pulling out a crimson ribbon.

Freya examined it curiously as he brought it close. It seemed to hum with magic...

“It’s an old spell,” Damon told her. “Families usually have one ribbon that’s passed down. I’m lucky that Uncle Gregor was the one who had it, not my father.”

“Gregor? But he’s never been married.”

“No, but when their parents died... Well, my aunt looked like the one most likely to marry next, but she insisted that she would marry the King - though he was the Prince at that point - and said that she would use his ribbon.”

“I guess she turned out to be right about that,” Freya figured, pushing away the thought that it was her father they were talking about.

It was still too strange to think.

Damon nodded. “That she did. Since it seemed unlikely that my father would marry next, she gave it to my uncle.”

Freya snorted. “Her gaydar must be awful.”

Damon just gave a grim shrug. “Like I’ve said... It’s not illegal in the Underworld or anything, but noble families have
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