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A DANCE BETWEEN WORLDS




 


Desperate to return, has Iliana’s chance at
love faded beyond reach?

 


After being torn away from her lover by
accidentally stepping through an unseen portal, Iliana isn’t sure
she can convince Brandon she hadn’t meant to go. Heck, she still
doesn’t know how or why she can cross dimensions. So when she
finally returns, ten months have passed and he’s mourned and moved
on, building a new life for himself. He’s furious at her unexpected
return, but she’s determined to convince him she never meant to
leave.

 


Brandon gives her a chance, and a job as an
instructor at his school, in hopes of rebuilding their
relationship. But their fragile reconciliation is threatened by
more misunderstandings and forces who’d rather see them apart. When
rumors circulate, calling into question her qualifications as an
instructor, Iliana wonders if she’s made the wrong choice coming
back to his world.

 


The only way to prove she’s telling the truth
about crossing dimensions is to show him—by leaving. But if Brandon
can’t trust her, no matter how fantastical her story, she may have
to give up on him, and their love, forever.

 


A Dance Between Worlds is the third story in
the four-part serial recounting Iliana’s journey along the Ivory
Road.
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 Chapter
One: “The present is the key to the past…”

 


 


The scents of the world around Iliana
changed from wet, damp bush to balmy, lush deciduous forest when
the rainbows and white light cleared from her vision. Her voice
carried into the rainy afternoon, echoing through the trees as
Aristotle cantered into an open field.

“Whoa.” Iliana sat back hard and Aristotle
skidded to a stop.

Rolling hills covered in green wheat fields
undulated gently in the silvery rain as the wind brushed the
fronds. A hard-packed road wound its way through the grasses and
reminded her of the set for the movie Toys. A driveway split
off from the road lined by tall cypress evergreens and several
buildings stood beyond their deep green smudge. Stucco walls showed
between them with red tiled roofs on matching buildings of various
sizes.

The air filled with humidity and smelled of
the rain sheeting down over the fields. Iliana tipped her head back
and let the cool drops wash her face above the face veil. Wait,
veil? She brought her hands up to her head and found the turban
had replaced her hat. The black surcoat with silver embroidery kept
the rain off her shoulders and her sword belt secured it to her
waist.

She laughed. “I’m definitely not in
Australia anymore.”

“As if there was ever a question.”
Aristotle’s snarky response made her grin.

“You know, not all of us are
interdimensional beings who can cross boundaries like it’s
nothin’.”

“Says the woman who just left Australia to
come back to Brandon’s world?”

“Touché. So this is Starveshon?” She urged
him into a walk toward the road.

“Yes. The village of Los Arboles is behind
us. That’s Brandon’s estate ahead.”

“Wow. Guess he had enough treasure to buy
that.”

Aristotle snorted. “Buy it, remodel it, and
I suspect he still has leftovers.”

“Wow.”

She’d known the treasure he’d hauled out of
the Karobis was valuable, but she had no idea it could buy an
entire estate several times over. The rain pattered against the
dirt road and Aristotle’s hooves squelched in the developing mud.
She wondered if Brandon had paved his courtyard with flagstones to
keep the mess to a minimum.

Brandon.

She bit her bottom lip and curled her gloved
hand in the hem of her surcoat. Would he welcome her or would he
turn her away? Would her Karobis costume bring back painful
memories or good ones?

Iliana took a deep breath and tried to focus
on the positive. She’d returned, for good or ill, to make amends
with Brandon and to try to explain why she simply disappeared
without a word. I should find out if he can read and be sure to
leave a note next time.

If there’d be a next time.

“Aristotle, do you think I’ll go back to my
world, ever?”

The horse snorted. “Of course you will. Once
the ability is gained, you’re only stuck in one world or another if
you die there. You were given this ability. You don’t just stop
using it because you made it to one destination or another.” He
shook his head and the bridle bits jingled. “Remember what I said
about finishing tasks? You finish your task here and there’s
something for you to do there. That’s the way it works.”

She shot a dry look at the backs of his
ears. “So, I should definitely look over those scripts my agent
emailed me, then.”

“If you want to have a paying job when you
get back, yes.”

“Smartass.”

“Horse. I’m a horse.”

She snorted as she turned her gaze to the
vista ahead. The fields stretched along the road to the horizon.
Mountains arched into the sky in the distant west as she rode
north. The muddy road wound its way past the estate on the hill
ahead, with a drive arching up to the front gate. Iliana’s stomach
tightened. The rain left Morse code ripples in the puddles and she
wished they conveyed more than S.O.S. as she rode toward making
amends with Brandon.

If he’ll even speak to me. She’d seen
him disgusted and frustrated, but never truly angry. Yeah, I
guess I was saving the best for last.

She picked at the hem of her surcoat as they
approached the open arched gates.

“Glory, I look like a Knalish assassin in
this outfit.” She scowled at her clothes, uncomfortable with the
image she portrayed. “It’s liable to bring back bad memories.”

“Knalish assassins don’t wear gold earrings
or have silver horse clasps on their robes.” Aristotle shook his
head as she touched her ears to find small hoops. “You look like a
rich southern horseman. He will come to see what you want.”

“Yeah, and likely slam the door in my
face.”

“Or throw a punch at you. It’s
debatable.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

The gold hoops in her ears and silver clasps
on the shoulders of her black robes were new additions to her
desert costume. She unwound the veil from her face and let it hang
in a wet tail over her shoulder. No point in disguising herself
when she’d already been gone for long enough. She shot a look at
the house.

“Remind me. How long has it been since I
left, Aristotle?”

“Near as I can tell, about ten months, give
or take.”

Iliana sighed. “Sweet glory! That’s a long
time. Brandon’s going to be furious.”

Aristotle wisely said nothing and they rode
into the courtyard of the estate. The large manor house appeared to
be similar to a Spanish villa with the terra cotta tiled roof and
stucco walls. A fountain stood in the center, spraying water a few
feet up to splash in the basin. Several other buildings fanned out
around the courtyard. A barn made from wood stood closest to the
fields and a few horses rested under the sodden skies. Another
building beyond looked like a barracks. Must be the dorm for the
students.

She swung out of the saddle and led
Aristotle under the portico, but stopped before knocking on the
door. Her gut clenched and her breath hitched. Damn, he’s going
to be furious with me. She didn’t want to face it, but he’d be
angrier the longer she waited.

Hopefully not too mad to hear what I have to
tell him.

“Are you going to go in so I can get out of
this rain?” Aristotle shook his head as if clearing his ears of
water.

“You are out of the rain.”

“But I’m not in a nice warm stable with a
bin full of succulent hay.”

Iliana laughed, but her mirth died quickly.
“How many people am I likely to encounter in the house?”

Aristotle rubbed his muzzle against a
foreleg in consideration. “There were a total of ten students and
two other teachers when I left. One instructor is an archer and the
other is a master of mounted warfare.”

“So Brandon’s working with others.” She
nodded and clenched her fists around the reins. “I’m glad he
doesn’t have to do it all.”

“Knock on the door, Iliana.” Aristotle’s
voice held none of the usual snarky bite and she shot him a
surprised look. “He deserves to know you’re here.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“It’s been ten months. He gave you up for
dead and named the school after you. What he will do when he sees
you’re alive, I can’t say.”

She swallowed hard. “He named his school
after me?”

“The Ivory School of Tactics and
Warfare.”

Iliana blinked, stunned. She hadn’t expected
Brandon to be so sentimental. Not after only eight days traveling
together. She sighed and pulled her saddlebags off Aristotle,
before she straightened her shoulders. Now or never. She
rapped her knuckles against the door as hard as she dared,
swallowing her dread. She’d have to give an explanation, but she
didn’t know how to do so without making it sound like a
fairytale.

And what if he tells me to get the hell off
his land?

Where would she go then? She gritted her
teeth and shook her head. She could always fall back on her
friendship with Taggart and Colin at home. Her gut tightened with
resistance to the idea as she waited for some sign from inside.

A few moments later, the door opened and a
refined man dressed in a house uniform nodded to her. “Sí,
señor?”

Iliana cleared her throat. “Greetings. I
should like to speak with Master Brandon Crowe.” She clenched her
jaw to keep from grinning at the idea of Brandon with a butler.
And all this after his remarks about actors being
spoiled.

“Of course, señor. Please come in. Luis.” He
backed out of the way and waved to a boy of no more than ten years
of age. “Please take the señor’s horse to the stables and see to
its care.”

Before the boy could pass her to grab
Aristotle, she caught his sleeve. “Don’t take his tack off, just
loosen the girth. I may not be staying long.”

The boy stared up at her with wide eyes but
nodded. “Sí, señor.”

“Thank you.” She gave him a smile as he
bowed and led the horse away.

The butler gestured inside. “Please enter,
señor. If you’ll follow me to the parlor, I shall alert Master
Crowe you have arrived. What name shall I tell him?”

Iliana took a deep breath and stepped across
the threshold. What name should she give him? Definitely not her
stage name, though he’d used it to name his school. She couldn’t
remember if she’d told him her full name, Iliana Vanessa Rory.

Stick with the name we used in
Sandur. “Master Rory.”

“Very good.” The butler closed the door and
directed her to a room just to the right of the tiled foyer.
“Please be good enough to wait here. Master Crowe will be with you
presently.”

Yeah, if he doesn’t tell the butler to show
me out when he hears my name.

“Thank you.”

She entered the parlor and admired the
well-appointed décor. The furniture was comfortable but made of
simple wooden designs. A desk stood against the window facing the
wheat fields to the north of the house, the tufts waving
frantically in the windy rain. Black storm clouds hung low in the
sky and she desperately hoped they didn’t portend what was to
come.

Too nervous to sit, Iliana tried to focus on
the shelves beside the desk holding books. Some of the titles
looked familiar, but upon closer inspection, she couldn’t read the
words. Each one was in a language different from those in her
world.

I wonder how many of the poets and authors
in my world are duplicated here.

Footsteps sounded on the floor behind her
and she turned just in time to see Brandon enter the room and stop
short. He wore a linen shirt rolled to the elbows and loose-fitting
pants tucked into calf-high boots. His hair and beard had been
cropped short and his clothes were of higher quality, but he
remained the same.

“Iliana?” His hazel gaze searched her face
and body, his jaw clenching.

“Hello, Brandon.”

Anger slid over his features and his hands
tightened into fists. “What are you doing here? And where the hell
have you been?”

“Let me start by saying I’m sorry.” She
grimaced. “I’m sorry I didn’t write you a note when I went out to
the market in Ros Torach. I’m sorry stepped back across the
dimensional boundary—I didn’t know how to return. And I’m very
sorry it has taken me this long to find a way back.” She spread her
hands in helplessness. “Words mean nothing, I’m sure, but I’m very
sorry.”

“Dimensional boundary. Right. You still
maintain you’re not from my world, yet here you stand.” Controlled
fury coiled beneath the gravelly voice as his brows lowered.

“Yes, because it’s the truth.” She rubbed
her hands on her thighs. “I wish I had something to show you to
prove I’m not teasing you, but that’s where I’ve been.” She sighed
at the furious disbelief written across his face. “May I sit down?
I’ll give you the best explanation I can, but it’s long and
involved, and I don’t want to miss a single detail.”

He nodded sharply and gestured to one of the
plush leather chairs before stalking past her to throw himself into
the chair behind the desk. The leather creaked in a chorus of
protest as they sat, him angrily crossing his arms over his broad
chest.

Damn, I’ve missed seeing that chest.
She mentally shook herself. You’re not likely to see it again
unless you can explain. She took a deep breath.

“So, what’s your story, Iliana? I’m sure
it’s a good one. You can start with where you’ve been and why you
went without leaving me word.” Anger made his sentences sharp.

“I know you think I betrayed you like Ahmad
did, but hear me out before you make any judgments about my
actions. I’m going to tell you if you shut up and listen.”

Brandon blinked slowly and some of his anger
gave way to surprise.

“What, you think you’re the only one who
lost out when I left? I didn’t want to leave, Brandon. In fact, I’d
planned to stay in your world and help you set up this school. That
was my intent.”

“Yet, you left.”

“No, I was taken, in a manner of speaking.”
He shot her a look of disbelief, and she swallowed a growl. “Do you
remember sitting on that dune before the Knalish caught up to us?”
He nodded slowly. “I told you I wasn’t from here, that I’m an
actress and I work in films. That’s where I went, Brandon. I went
home to my world because I had a film to do. The problem was when I
stepped into my world outside of Ros Torach, I had no idea how to
get back. I couldn’t even send you a letter and I’d been stupid not
to leave you a note.”

“That’s an understatement.”

Iliana sighed. “Look, I know you’re pissed.
I was, too. And to make matters worse, I thought you were just
something out of my imagination. I was home. I had my car, my cell
phone, my email. Everything.” Brandon frowned and she waved away
his confusion. “The point is I was surrounded by things from home,
and everything seemed normal. The events in the Karobis with you
seemed like a fever dream inspired by dehydration.”

“How can you say that, Iliana?” He rose and
braced his hands on his desk, fury and betrayal tightening his
fists. “We shared more than just a ride across the desert. We
shared the night in Sandur and the bath in Ros Torach. They were
real. I’m real.”

“You’re real, here, Brandon. But in my
world, none of that exists.”

He sat back in his chair with a thump, his
expression closed.

Iliana scrubbed her face with her hands,
groaning. “I didn’t want to leave. I didn’t want to go back to my
world without you or Aristotle, but when faced with the facts—you
not there, Aristotle not there; hell, all my technology around
me—it was damn near impossible to believe this world existed, even
with all my memories.”

He huffed in preparation to argue, but she
held up her hand. “Right, I know, you don’t believe me. Lucky for
both of us, while I was working on the film, the cut I got from
that Knalish bastard reopened, and it’s damn hard to refuse to
believe an open wound. Hell, even the members of the crew were
freaked out about it.”

She stood up and untied her sash from her
waist. Brandon blinked.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to show you the scar.”

She pulled her belt off and unbuttoned the
surcoat. Brandon watched and she thought she caught him swallowing
hard. Huh, seeing a woman undress still gets to him. She
shrugged out of the coat and laid it on the chair behind her.

“This is ridiculous.”

“Hey, you said you wanted an explanation and
I’m not done, so just sit there and enjoy the view because there’s
more story to be told.”

He snorted and some of his humor quirked his
mouth as she rolled up her right sleeve to expose the shiny pink
scar on her bicep.

“See, this is the wound that opened while I
was filming with your doppelganger, the man I thought you were in
the Karobis.” She shifted until he could see the scar clearly. The
light wasn’t good with the storm raging over the house, but the
injury looked dark against her pale skin. “Taggart Crowe wasn’t
you, Brandon, but he kept reminding me of you even when I stood in
my own world surrounded by things that should be commonplace to me.
He has your voice, your eyes. Hell, even your face, but he wasn’t
you, and no matter how much I wanted to believe I’d imagined it
all, I knew deep down I’d been with you and needed to get back here
to explain.”

She sighed at his flat look. “I’m so sorry.
There was nothing I could do but wait until I’d finished filming to
try to find a way back here.”

He snorted and shook his head, and she
sucked a breath against the sensation of someone stabbing her
heart. She understood there might not be a way to make amends, but
she had to try to save the friendship, at least.

“Yet you’re here. After being gone more than
ten months. If you couldn’t get back to me then, how are you here
now?”

Iliana threw her hands out before she rolled
her sleeve back and sat down. “Aristotle found me.”

“Your horse?”

“Yeah. Didn’t you notice he was gone?”

Brandon shrugged. “I did, but I thought he’d
run off or was taken by thieves.” His gaze sharpened on her. “You
say he found you?”

“Yeah.” She nodded, trying to ignore the
continued disbelief written all over Brandon’s face. “I don’t know
how he does it, but he knows about the different dimensions and the
rifts between them. And he knew where to find me. He showed up on
the film shoot and stayed with me until it was time to come back
here.”

Brandon scoffed and scowled.

“Hey, I know it sounds crazy, but it’s how I
got here. He knew where to find the rift between our worlds in
Australia, and I rode him through it to come to Starveshon.” She
rose and shrugged back into her surcoat. “If you don’t believe me,
you can check your stables. Aristotle’s there, with his tack still
on him.” She buttoned the coat and looped the belt around her
waist.

I guess I won’t be staying. Not that
she had anywhere to go. She hadn’t considered what she’d do if he
turned her out. When she’d dressed again, she raised her gaze and
met his angry hazel eyes dead on.

“I am sorry and I never meant to
leave without telling you. I didn’t have a choice. It was only when
I found my throwing knives, knives that didn’t exist in my world,
that I realized I had to find a way back here to tell you I was
okay.”

His lips curled in contempt. “I gave you up
for dead, Iliana. I mourned your loss as a friend and more. But I’m
sure that means nothing to you. You’re an actress. You could’ve
made all this up.”

“How could I have made this up, Brandon?
What would be my reason for doing that?” Anger kindled inside. How
could he believe her to be so duplicitous? “You know very well I
didn’t take any of the treasure with me, nor did I take my gear or
my horse. If I’d left just to hide from you, why would I leave
without all that?”

“I don’t know!” He rose from his seat behind
the desk and stalked toward her, his expression thunderous. “I’ve
been asking those questions ever since you left. I could only think
you must have been killed while in Ros Torach. And I mourned you,
Iliana. I mourned your loss and named this school after you in
tribute.” He stood before her, his hands clenched at his sides in
tight fists. “It’s been more than ten months! But now here you are,
alive and well, and it’s like a bad dream. Yet, you disappeared
without a trace. No body, no marks of struggle, not even a bloody
ransom note.”

She rose as well, her own hands itching to
grab his shirt front. “That’s because I’m from another world and I
went back, against my will.” She stared into his turbulent eyes and
tried to rein in her temper. “I didn’t choose to go. If I’d been
given a choice, I would’ve stayed here with you.”

“You won’t give up on the lie, will
you?”

Iliana gaped at him, hurt deepening the pain
in her heart. “Can’t. Then I’d be lying to you.” She nodded and
stepped past him toward the door. “Thanks for at least letting me
in to talk to you.”

He said nothing and her gut sank.

So, this is it. Where will I go now?

It seemed odd she’d been brought back to
this world simply to say a proper goodbye to him, but perhaps that
was the only requirement. Maybe she could go home.

My business here is certainly concluded.

She reached for the doorknob and a
weapons-roughened hand closed on her forearm.

“Iliana, wait.”

She swung her gaze to meet Brandon’s hazel
eyes. Anger, frustration, and betrayal stared back at her, but
under that lay something more profound. She couldn’t quite read it,
but it seethed beneath the other emotions.

“What?”

“Where will you go?”

Not the question she’d been hoping for, but
she swallowed her disappointment and tried to think beyond the
emotions roaring through her.

“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “Since
my business here is done, I guess I’ll try to go back home.” She
sighed, her heart collapsing in on itself. “I’m sure Aristotle can
get me there.”

“To your world, you mean.” Sarcasm dripped
from his gravelly voice.

She shrugged and nodded. “I have nowhere
else to go.” She met his gaze and grimaced. “I’m sorry I couldn’t
get here sooner, and I’m sorry I left the hostel in Ros Torach.”
She dredged up a smile, but the muscles of her face felt stiff. “It
was good to see you again, Brandon. Take care of yourself.”

She grasped the door handle to pull it open,
but he growled and slapped a palm against the wood, holding it
shut.

“You’d leave me. Again.”

Anger kindled and she swung around to face
him. “What the fuck? You accused me of lying. Now you’re accusing
me of abandoning you. Holy shit, what do you want from me?”

“I want you to care about what we shared in
the Karobis.” His eyes blazed.

“I do care about that.” She threw her
arms out. “Why the hell would I come all the way here if I didn’t
care? I could’ve stayed in my world, lived an ordinary life, tried
to forget the Karobis and you.”

“And why didn’t you?”

“Because, you stubborn jackass, I shared
something amazing with you and I wanted to see if there was a
possibility of more where that came from.” She poked him in the
chest. “I came back here to see you, to apologize for something I
had no control over, and to tell you—” She stopped and closed her
lips over her teeth.

“Tell me what, Iliana?” He raised his chin
in challenge, his brows lowered over his eyes. “What did you have
to tell me?”

Her mind filled with the images of their
shared bath together and how much she’d wanted more of that. The
universe had conspired against her and sent her home, but she was
here now and she’d be damned before she wasted another opportunity
to be with him.

There’d been nothing either of them could do
about the situation in Ros Torach, but Iliana could do something
about this. She had to make him understand she really wanted to be
with him. But how?

Kiss him.

The thought almost made her laugh, but she
grabbed his leather vest with both hands and jerked him close to
her. He gasped and she tilted her head, taking his mouth with hers.
He growled and kissed her back, his tongue battling hers for
sensual supremacy.

Good glory, I’ve missed this.

Brandon lit her fire and she couldn’t get
enough of him. She tasted his grief and relief in the demands of
his kiss. He moaned as his hands grasped her ass and dragged her
closer to his body. His cock rubbed against her belly in an
imperative demand, and she heartily agreed to the idea.

They broke apart long enough to breathe and
he sighed, resting his forehead against hers. “Is that what you
wanted to tell me?”

For a moment, Iliana blanked on the
reference.

Wanted to tell him?

Then she recalled their conversation before
the electric kiss, and she nodded. “Heh. Something like that. I
wanted to tell you I wanted more time with you to strengthen what
we had when we weren’t on the run. It’s too early to use such a
strong word as love, but I want to be here. With you, in any way
you’ll let me.”

He scanned her face for a few moments in
silence, emotions sliding through his eyes too fast for her to
read. He took a breath to speak but had to clear his throat a few
times before anything came out. He dropped his gaze for a moment
and readjusted his trousers as he shifted his weight. Iliana hid a
smile over his
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