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“A person often meets his destiny on 

the road he took to avoid it.”

- Jean de La Fontaine -
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AUTHOR’S NOTE & ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
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This trilogy was a bit of a surprise for me at every turn. I don’t regret any which way the plot has taken me, nor my characters’ fancy, but I might have rearranged the original release order if given a chance :) Of course, as it so happens with Merlin and his horde, that was not the case.

Book I, Avalon Dreams, was originally meant to be a standalone–also the reason why it’s so long. By the time I realized it would turn into a series (a trilogy, at that!), I was already set on releasing Vivienne and Sébastien’s story as a wrap.

Book II, Avalon Wishes, went back to the past and where it all started. Here, I–just as much as you, my readers!–was dragged into a time before Camelot, when dragons still lay hidden in hills. I took my time developing Merlin’s story, and even Alistair got a bit more of a background than originally intended. Not to mention Morgana and Arthur, whose separate stories were a pleasure to get lost in.

Which brings us to Book III, Avalon Nightmares, where both plots converge into one storyline, back in modern day. 

Get ready for a thrilling ride into the last installment of this series. To make this a bit less confusing, I included a sneak peak in the last pages of Avalon Dreams, as a refresher.

I have to give huge thanks to my family, most especially my husband who ensured I had a never-ending stream of caffeine for those all-nighters I pulled to get this release ready! And to my furry babies, Zeus and Achilles, for indulging their mommy in the busy editing period and accepting shorter playtimes.  

Thanks to the team behind this series, my editor and also my cover artist at Ammonia Book Covers whose vision for the covers really brings this to life! And as always, a huge hug to the fans of this series! Happy readings :) 
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CHAPTER 1
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Sébastien was dreaming, lost in the fogginess of a beautiful forest, when it all erupted in flames. Smoke filled his nostrils, choking him and blurring his vision. In the distance, he saw Vivienne but couldn’t reach her, his feet rooted to the ground as she ran further and further away.

Each breath brought more smoke, cutting off his air with every passing second. His lungs ached, desperate to escape the asphyxiation. Breathing was impossible, but it was the coughing fit that jolted Sébastien out of his sleep.

He jumped awake—and realized it hadn’t been a dream.

“Vivienne!” Dazed and fighting unconsciousness, lungs afire, he shifted to his beloved. He could hardly see past her folded up form on the bed, so he relied on his other senses, catching the heat of her body.

He crawled across the mattress, which felt unsteady under his knees. The room spun and Sébastien realized he was close to passing out, having inhaled too much soot.

Despite the imminent threat, nothing could have stopped him from getting Vivienne out. He ignored the torture each breath brought, and after precious seconds his hand touched her. 

Sébastien grabbed hold of Vivienne’s shoulder, only to find her skin burning to the touch. A slight sheen of sweat coated it, yet she didn’t stir when he struggled to shake her awake.

“Alistair!” He looked around in a frenzy, but the dog—their protector—was gone.

At a loss, he kicked the covers and picked Vivienne up in his arms, carrying them both off the bed. “Wake up, love!” He half-shouted against her forehead, but still she didn’t move.

Vivienne moaned against his chest, hands clenched in fists, eyelids squeezed shut. She seemed to be in a hell of her own making—or someone else’s. Unease settled in the pit of his stomach, and the knight moved. The quivering flames rose as though provoked, larger and more unstable than ever.

He halted in his steps towards the exit, frowning. On pure instinct alone, he inched closer to the door and the fire crackled in response. When Sébastien stepped back, curling his upper body around Vivienne to protect her, it dropped to mere flickers.

Sébastien glanced at the room, tightening his grip on Vivienne. Though flames still licked everywhere, the pollution was gone and he could breathe. Once he stopped listening to the pounding of his heart and the blood rushing to his temples, he realized there was no sound of wood being burnt, nor any dark marring on the white walls.

Magic.

It was clear even to his untrained eyes that this was no natural occurrence. Grounding himself to fight the flight instinct, Sébastien settled on the floor, as far away from the blaze as possible. He placed Vivienne astraddle him, ensuring it was his back that was the closest to the flames—should they flare up once more.

After one last suspicious glance to their surroundings, Sébastien focused on Vivienne. He cupped her face, his eyes drifting over her flushed cheeks and long, dark lashes. Please let this work... He hovered just out of reach, then pressed his lips to hers.

Sébastien had hoped a kiss would wake Vivienne up, nothing more. Yet the moment they touched, she came alive. She rose to meet his mouth, opening hers for his assault, all the while melting against him as though they were one. She was almost feverish, each stroke of her tongue demanding more.

Before Sébastien could pull away and calm his libido, Vivienne’s hands ran through his hair, her hips pressing down into his. He groaned, unable to resist the invitation. The hand on her cheek moved through her long, black hair to grip it and angle her head. Moving her to his leisure, he turned the kiss seductive, no longer a battle for dominance but more a pleading for consummation. 

Vivienne moaned at the change, causing his eager fingers to grab onto her hip for support. Each breath, each pant that escaped her was a catalyst to his own desires. In one fluid motion, Sébastien rolled them over into the soft carpet, pressing into Vivienne as he lost control, the flame of desire sneaking up on him...

Flames!

Sébastien lifted his head, gaze darting around. How he had forgotten their surroundings, and the danger they had been in, was beyond him. Despite his distraction, the walls were their usual pale blue, not a mark on them. He blinked in disbelief, unable to understand the contrast. A soft hand on his cheek brought his attention downwards.

Vivienne was awake and smiling, though her green eyes sparkled with something else. In the moonlight filtering from the window, he was blind to her expression.

His body, however, was not.

As if sensing his thoughts, Vivienne arched her back, pushing more into him. It was an open invitation, one as old as time itself, and Sébastien was powerless to resist.

Ah, what the hell...

Sébastien lowered his mouth to Vivienne's, pausing just above her lips. A deep groan built in his throat, almost a reprimand for his own impulsivity. Despite the storm raging in his body, he tried to slow down. 

“Vivienne, I..."

She raised one leg up then, the silky nightgown falling to her hip. Sébastien gritted his teeth when her slim limb wrapped around his lower back, then tugged him closer.

“No talking,” Vivienne ordered, then lifted her head and touched her mouth to his. 

The blaze stroked anew, and Sébastien gave in before he recognized what hit him, surrendering to something far greater than himself. He ran his hands up Vivienne’s sides, then his mouth followed the same path, until he found her ready center. 

Her breathing hitched with every passing moment, and she dug her heels in the mattress, one hand clutching her sheet while the other tugged on his hair. Sébastien gave in to her pull and rose up once more, hovering above her. His eyes glittered with passion, forearms tense with the force it took to restrain himself.

Vivienne lifted her other leg, running it up and down his thigh, biting on her lower lip. The last shred of his control snapped, and Sébastien crushed his mouth to hers while desperately tugging her underwear out of the way. 

In one smooth stroke, he buried himself inside her, groaning in her neck. Vivienne’s gasp of pleasure was his reward, as she tightened around him to the point he thought he saw stars. 

“More,” she panted in his ear. “Please.”

Sébastien heard her plea, felt her body’s insistence, and his own echoed the need. He thrust deeper, then pulled away, repeating the movement over and over. One hand caressed her cheek until her eyes opened and watched him, unwavering, then she could no longer hold back.

When Vivienne’s back arched off the bed, her long groan of ecstasy in his ears, Sébastien finally gave in to his desire and let go. 

Hours later, once she was asleep with no haunting nightmares, peace eluded Sébastien. He got out of bed, pacing by the window and trying to make sense of what had taken place, his mind too awake to allow rest.

Months earlier, the enchantress had suffered a traumatic event. On top of finding out reality wasn’t what it seemed, she had fought her half-brother, the necromancer Carleigh. With the fate of the world hanging in the balance, they had dueled until it had almost broken Vivienne. It had been a bittersweet victory, ending with Merlin taking custody of Carleigh to imprison him. 

In spite of a triumph that should have left them all feeling fulfilled and at peace, the truth was they were each recovering in their own way. Alistair, ashamed at not having been able to protect his mistress, had withdrawn and kept his counsel the last few weeks. Sébastien was still struggling to come to terms with almost losing his soul mate, then being allowed to remain by her side. And Vivienne herself seemed disoriented, unable to forget her experience or to move on.

Sébastien couldn’t fault her. Before facing Carleigh, Vivienne had lived a peaceful life. Meeting him had yanked her from her version of existence and catapulted her into one she knew nothing about. Magic, sorcerers, dark and light... It was a world where she existed as the reincarnation of a mighty enchantress from the time of the legendary King Arthur—none other than the Lady of the Lake.

Though Vivienne seemed to have accepted her original duties as a champion of Light, nightmares plagued her of late. Due to their history as much as their soul mate bond, Sébastien could guess where they were coming from. Still, for a vision to create such havoc...

His gaze lingered on the unblemished surfaces. Though being without magic had never bothered him, in that instance, he wished to at least understand what had inspired the outburst. Only one could answer his questions, and he wasn’t around.

Movement outside drew his attention and he stilled, stare narrowed on the backyard. The fight with Carleigh was a matter of the past, but unease lingered at the edge of his consciousness. Their newfound happiness felt fragile—too much so. At any turn, something could arise and snatch it away. Convinced of it, Sébastien knew it was his duty as Vivienne's previous knight and current lover to protect her.

He moved closer to the curtains, peeking below. Shadows shifted and Sébastien tensed, then his sight adjusted and focused on a shape he recognized only too well. Alistair was pacing back and forth, his massive Caucasian Shepherd form agitated. 

Large enough to reach past his hip, with a body more the size of a small pony, the demon dog was one of Vivienne’s other guardians. He was also their ally and had helped in the last fight. Cursed into the underworld by gods he called siblings, he struggled to find a spot to belong.

On some level, Sébastien believed another path waited for Alistair, designed for him alone. But only time would reveal whether he was right or wrong, and he needed the company, especially as both him and Vivienne still had much to learn.

Their partner’s behavior was enough to trouble him. At the present moment, Alistair was shaking his head as though arguing with himself. With each passing second, his tail swished back and forth fast, his muscles hunched with tension. 

He'll wear out the ground if he keeps at it like that. Sébastien frowned in confusion as he recalled Alistair's absence from the evening's events. What the hell is going on?

* * *
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I AM DONE DOING YOUR bidding! Alistair could no more stop his growl than he could stop taking his next breath. With each passing moment his patience thinned, and he was half-tempted to throttle the spirit in his mind. If only...

You forget that you are bound to me, demon dog, the woman snickered. Your opinion does not matter to me. Besides, what I seek is simple.

He would have laughed at the outright lie, were it not for the rising tide of his fury. You wish me to spy on my mistress! 

Since defeating Carleigh weeks earlier, someone had become linked to him. They could sense his moods, look into his dreams and order him around as they pleased. Whoever it was had only grown stronger with time, making him all the more bound. 

The first few times, blocking the presence had been possible. Yet with each passing day, it became further embedded in his subconscious, like a leech unwilling to let go.

For the moment, it wanted information. On him, on Vivienne, on Sébastien. He tried to keep away, even avoided his mistress in a lame attempt to protect her. Alistair knew he needed a better solution, but the road to freedom eluded him.

For many sleepless nights he had speculated as to the identity of his jailer. The only plausible theory was that it was an ancient deity out for revenge; however, the mystery remained as to who and why. Besides, with the less than stellar powers he had left... Well. To put it mildly, there was no recourse when she had spelled him into obedience, unable to speak of it. 

Be thankful I am not asking for more, the voice threatened. Yet. Now be a good pup and go back inside!

Alistair wanted to retort, but the minute the idea came to him, a spark of electricity shot through his body. He flattened down to the ground, biting a groan of pain.

Message received.

He waited a beat to ensure she had disappeared, then did as he was told and re-entered the house. Aggravation bent him out of shape and sleep would be elusive once more. For someone who had once directed a pantheon of gods, he wasn’t accustomed to being defenseless.

Lost in their romance, Vivienne and Sébastien didn’t notice something was amiss, not that he could fault them. The two of them, more than any other, deserved happiness. I will settle this myself—one way or another.

“What’s going on?”

Startled, Alistair turned from the entrance to see Sébastien walk down the stairs. Words stuck in his throat, a spell too powerful to break. He could only shake his mane in reply.

What are you doing up at this hour, knight?

A flicker of irritation passed Sébastien’s expression, and for a second the shame of lying to him overcame Alistair. His ears flattened on his head and he looked away, unable to hold his gaze.

Without a word, Sébastien stepped past him into the living room. He headed straight to the crystal pitcher and poured himself a drink.

Night cap? Alistair tried to joke, but it fell flat.

Sébastien narrowed his eyes at him, then downed the glass in one shot. He paused, choosing his words, then spoke low. “Whatever secrets you keep, I will not pry them out of you. Not because I don’t care, but because I owe you respect. After all you have done to help us, you deserve your privacy.”

He crouched low, leveling with Alistair. Though the dog avoided his look again, Sébastien’s gentle tug on his ear forced him to meet it. “I wish you’d trust me enough to share, buddy. But if nothing else, at least know that I'm here, whenever you are ready.”

They stared at each other for two heartbeats, then Sébastien got to his feet and refilled his glass.  “As for this,” he lifted the amber liquid, “let’s just say it’s been earned.”

Alistair joined him in front of the fireplace, ears perked in interest. What do you mean?

The guardian gazed in his liquor for a moment, eyebrows drawn together. There was no relaxation in his posture, rather a tension Alistair could sense even across the distance. When his revelation dropped, it was almost in a whisper.

“Vivienne burned down our room.”

She did what!?

“Only she didn’t.”

The knight's confused onyx eyes met Alistair’s, and for a second the dog was struck speechless. Then he shook himself out of the stupor and crawled closer, placing his head on his knee. Explain. From the beginning.

In between sips, Sébastien went through the nights' events, retelling what had happened. Alistair glanced to where his mistress now slept, unable to perceive a threat. Was it a coincidence that the presence had chosen that precise moment to steer him away?

Something is wrong. A piece of the puzzle eluded him, and one question kept coming up, though without an answer. Who the hell did I piss off to this extent?

“Alistair?” The dog focused back on the knight, acknowledging his pensive gaze. The dark onyx eyes narrowed in suspicion at his silence, but Alistair only sniffed worry on his scent.

I cannot make sense of this.

“That makes two of us,” Sébastien muttered and downed the remaining of his drink.

The recent stress might have triggered it.

“Stress?” Sébastien scowled, his fingers tightening on the glass. “How about the damn darkness Carleigh put in her!?”

Alistair sighed, then shook his head in response. You are right. We let Merlin leave without getting all the answers we could from him. There has to be a better explanation to this, something more than... He stopped, eyes riveted on the stairs once more. Vivienne is stronger than this.

Sébastien only stared into the fire, eyebrows drawn together in concentration. One hand still held the glass white-knuckled, while the other rubbed the back of his neck.

What is it?

At first, he refused to answer. But as if the weight was too heavy to carry alone, the confession escaped him in an anguished tone. “Something isn’t the same, Alistair. I feel her as close as I feel my heart. There is chaos now where before there was none and I’m afraid...” The fire once more drew his focus as he finished in a whisper, “I’m afraid of losing her to what almost claimed me.”

Let us not be hasty, knight. You said it yourself, Vivienne has odd dreams... Perhaps it’s only a severe case of trauma, of shock waiting to pass.

“Maybe. I thought we were past that stage. First the lost memories, now these blasted nightmares... I only want her happiness.”

Alistair nudged his free hand, causing Sébastien to concentrate on him. What makes you think she is miserable? I know Vivienne and I have seen joy radiate from her these last weeks. Yes, these things leave scars, but they will heal too, with time. 

Sébastien sighed, then nodded. “I hope you’re right. Even so, I’d appreciate your help next time this happens.”

Alistair's ears flattened onto his head.  He watched as Sébastien disposed of the empty glass on a coffee table, then returned upstairs. Guilt tore at him, but he reasoned that his reassurance hadn’t been an outright lie. Vivienne was scarred. But if his suspicions were correct, the cause for the enchantress’ turmoil wouldn’t be disappearing anytime soon. 

And Merlin knew as much. 

An idea formed in his mind. If he could contact his old friend and get his help in the matter, they could find a solution. Alistair settled down, grunting at the precarious situation they were all stuck in.

Lulled by the crackling of the fireplace and the silence in his head, he fell asleep. Yet even then, blank dreams eluded him and instead he dreamt of red hair and blue eyes, and smooth skin under his hands...

* * *
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WHERE THEY EXISTED, there was nothing. It could have been a castle, a ruin, or simply a space in time. At the end of each day—and there had been many—it remained an empty place, fixed but forever out of reach.

Despite the disconnection, the two beings living there had each other and it had been enough.

At the moment, deep within a forest they called home, a woman kneeled by a stream. She passed a slim, pale hand through the transparent liquid, enjoying its coolness and detesting it equally. It reminded her too much of what she had witnessed.

As though picking up on her thoughts, wisps of silver escaped her fingertips and mixed with the flood. The steady stream bubbled, then formed a mirror for her perusal. In it, she saw an older man with blue eyes and a long, white beard. He was pacing in a cave, his wiry body bent over a cane.

He appeared to be in his late seventies, but the woman's gaze latched onto him with an obsessive frenzy. She knew the man even better than she knew herself. And despite his fragile appearance, she was convinced a spell hid his true image for easy camouflage. Underneath it was the body of the Halfling she had fallen in love with, once upon a time.

The mage who had bedded her, betrayed her and stolen her kingdom to give it to Arthur.

Merlin.

Morgana glanced away, splashing the water with her palm. She blamed the wizard for what had happened and had eagerly watched Carleigh almost destroy what the wizard held dear... until they had captured him. The necromancer was arrogant, but not even Morgana had expected Vivienne’s tryst with the dark side.

Again latching onto her thoughts, the water swirled and showed her a new image—of the sleeping enchantress.

After witnessing her power, Morgana spent many sleepless nights. She associated Vivienne with Merlin, and him with her pain. When they had all faced off in the past, the Lady of the Lake had caused Mordred's death. Had she not protected Arthur, her boy would have lived—and she would have kept her talents. Despite their history, Morgana had to admit Vivienne would prove useful if she was on their side.

Though her son had magic, it was impossible for him to part dimensions by himself. Such a feat was taxing even if done at an auspicious time, yet they had no choice if they ever wanted to escape. 

That day was Hallows Eve—Halloween night in the modern world. The gates between worlds were thinner, and if Morgana had possessed her full Fae capacity, they could have broken the curtain of time and entered Vivienne's world. After all, if Merlin had been capable of such a feat, she should be too.

But the sorceress didn’t possess all her might, having given up her immortality to save Mordred's life. Whatever abilities remained were not adequate. They needed more allies, more power... And now that she had the potential to turn the Lady of the Lake to their side, she planned to use it. Nothing would hurt Merlin more than losing his protégée to the ultimate evil—forever. And with that accomplished, Morgana would take her revenge for all she had lost.

Movement drew her attention, and she stood to welcome her son. Mordred hadn’t aged despite the eons gone by. Lean, with cropped dark hair and Merlin's sharp blue eyes, he was the image of his parents combined. Morgana could have been his sister rather than his mother, equally lithe and young in features. Only the feral look in her expression revealed an older wisdom.

“Is it time, then?” He arched an eyebrow, almost afraid to hope.

For ages now, stuck in this loop of time, he had waited, forgotten. They had observed the world go round, until Vivienne reincarnated. Despite being in different dimensions, he still felt the connection between them, a tangible link that refused to vanish.

He became conscious of Morgana’s sharp gaze on him. Lost in thoughts of Vivienne, he hadn’t heard her reply.

“Mother?”

“It is time to pay your father a visit.”

Spinning on her heels, Morgana then trotted to the end of the forest. Mordred followed her in silence, noticing how she kept her back straight, as though getting ready for a fight. In mere moments, they reached the mountain hidden from view, and the thick crystal gate that marked its entrance.

With each step taken towards it, Morgana's hands clenched in tight fists, and the doorway itself seemed to shine fiercer. Creator and creation faced off for the first time since Morgana had unleashed her power to shut the door, in the times of old.

Mordred recalled how his mother had spent the remnants of her powers to secure their new home. The portal they had used lay beyond the crystal. It made it impossible for enemies to pursue them, sealed as it was by Morgana shortly after their arrival.

The only problem was that, as with most Fae magical barriers, this specific one had evolved and ended up becoming stronger than its mistress had ever intended.

Hard like ice, yet shining of a million rainbows, the barrier had withstood the test of time and pulled energy from the mountain, the earth, and most breathing things in their environment. To jump through and reach Merlin, they would have to break it.

Morgana lifted her palms, facing it. Her body was tense as a bow, her fragile frame being filled with a foreign power. Perhaps it was the pallor of her skin, the circles under her eyes, or the lost shine of her hair. Whatever the true reason, in that moment, Mordred was more aware than ever of what she had given up for him.

“Mother...” He touched her arm and Morgana turned to him. Her eyes shone of an unnatural light, lips pursed in concentration. 

“We are doing this,” she stated, narrowing her gaze.

“But what if—” Mordred hesitated, unsure how to voice his fear of losing her. Though Morgana had always doted on him, she had kept her distance emotionally. Growing up, that had made it difficult for them to truly connect.

What am I...?  Off balance at the startling thought, Mordred stumbled backwards.

The sudden introspective look at his own feelings left him with a bitter taste in his mouth. What am I, deprived of love? His mental tirade did nothing to calm him down, and his heart beat faster in agitation. For someone used to not showing sympathy, to only loving chaos, the prospects were alien and unwelcome.

Morgana touched his shoulder then, drawing his attention. “What is it?”

“I—” A pause, then he mumbled, “Are you strong enough? Without your immortality... I can go at it alone, mother.”

“No.” Her tone left no room to doubt, and neither did her expression. “Merlin is mine.” And on that hiss, Morgana faced the gate, lifting her palms anew. 

The air became saturated with sizzling energy and the crystal flashed warningly, as though sensing what was coming.

Fae magic had always been potent in Morgana's clutches. Fueled as it was by the madness inside her, it altered the sorceress into a bomb ready to explode. Her eyes shone fiercer, sharpening to lightning with each passing moment.

The wind picked up next, surrounding her and blowing leaves and debris in the air. Morgana paid them no mind, not even when her own long, wavy dark hair tangled around her. The temperature dropped a few degrees, enough to chill her to the bone in the silky robe and cape she had on—more nightgown material than actual garment.

Yet Morgana didn’t register the change, lost in the high of the energy filling her. She stepped forward, placing both hands to the crystal, shuddering in tune with its vibration. When she glanced backwards at her son, Mordred had front-row seats to the ruthlessness in her face.

“Now.”

Mordred gulped, then joined his mother's side and added his own fists to the surface. He closed his eyes, gritting his jaw, and let the fire inside consume him. The pulse grew louder, and the ground echoed with a faint wail.

Unable to resist it, Mordred blinked and lifted his gaze to the tip of the gate. Once standing proud, the crystal now trembled at the dual assault. With a final groan, a crack split it. For a moment, everything remained still—unerringly so. In the following beat, the wall collapsed, taking them with it.

* * *
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VIVIENNE JUMPED AWAKE in bed, panting. Fleeting images of a dark-haired man, shining sapphire eyes and wild, untamed magic hit her.

The flashes were quick to follow, assailing her with images of the unknown. Vivienne grabbed hold of her head in a desperate attempt to stop them. 

“Love?”

Everything stopped at the sound of her lover's voice, and Vivienne could breathe again. She glanced at Sébastien, whose half-lidded eyes didn’t waver from her.

“I’m fine, only a nightmare.” The lie slipped past her lips smoothly, but she couldn’t hide her agitation. Wringing her hands, she took controlled breaths, struggling against something. 

Sébastien reached for her, and once upon a time she would have collapsed in his arms gratefully. Instead, his touch had her recoil. “I said I was fine!”

Now wide awake, Sébastien took in her defensive stance, tight features and the vibe he could sense as surely as his own heart beating. “Vivienne, what’s wrong?”

Was it my imagination, or did her eyes darken?

As though sensing his sudden distress, she shook her head. For a moment, his face blurred, replaced with a cerulean stare. Then it came back into view, and Vivienne could only shudder. What’s happening to me?

Attuned to his beloved, Sébastien captured her distress and it left him wondering at its origins. Inch by inch, he moved closer to Vivienne. She had curled up in a corner of the bed, knees drawn up to her chest in a reflexive stance of defense. Hand extended in invitation, he kept silent and fought to maintain a calm expression.

Her eyes lowered to his open palm, and her erratic breathing quieted down. Eventually, she capitulated and crumbled in his embrace. “I’m so sorry.” Tears fell, unbidden, and she was helpless to stop them.

“Shh...”

Sébastien focused on holding her tightly rather than the raging inferno of questions he ached to get answers to. This is not the time. Confused, he dozed off with Vivienne held in the cocoon of his arms. His last thought before surrendering to the blissful oblivion was, Now I have two things to bring up to her in the morning.
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CHAPTER 2
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Far away from the lovers’ dimension, yet close in spirit, stood a kingdom governed by the old pantheons—and one particular Fae with her own portion of paradise.

She swam in a clear blue lake, her hair the color of blood streaking the water and reflecting the sun’s rays. The daily exercise kept her body toned, not that she needed it. Curves the envy of Aphrodite herself peeked, with skin like the most expensive marble.

Catriona...

The forest on the edge of the pool called her name, sensing her aggravation. From her mother, she had inherited a deep respect for nature. Coupled with her father’s immense powers, the Fae was a true force to be reckoned with.

Catriona, let us help.

Ceasing to advance, Catriona shook her head in brusque movements, then exhaled heavily and opened eyes the color of the bluest sky. Despite the perfect temperature, the dip had done nothing to cool her heated skin. And she knew just who was to blame.

The previous night, for the first time in decades, she had dreamt of the wolf god, Atrox. Their brief fling had been epic, and her flesh craved for him still. Especially after the dream she had last experienced—one that had left her panting and soaked in sweat, her body craving an exertion only he could provide.

The redheaded Fae slipped out of the translucent pool, stalking to a spot on the ground where she plopped down.

On her back, Catriona stared at the sky and watched the multi-colored clouds spin round and round. She lifted her index, playing with the wind without really thinking it through. In her aggravation, it took her a few seconds to realize she was creating a tornado—but once she did, she released her hold on the element with a frustrated grunt.

Uneasiness had settled within her, similar to centuries earlier. It had been that same instinct that had pushed her to contact Atrox and gain his help with Merlin, her half-brother.

Catriona smiled wistfully at the thought of the wolf god. Though their time together had been short, and ended in the same manner, the memories of his touch still made her skin tingle in appreciation.

In fact...

Her eyes snapped open, narrowing at the sky above. It had been centuries since she had last seen Atrox—dreams notwithstanding. She had assumed he had taken to paradise after Vivienne’s death, and hadn’t sought him out.

And neither did he, her treacherous mind whispered.

Scowling, Catriona stood. In the surface of the lake, she could see her reflection, barely draped in a piece of cloth that concealed her bust, left her midriff exposed and continued to cover her lower body down to mid-thigh. Despite her rather skimpy clothing, the sun outside should have kept her warm. Still, Catriona shivered.

“After all, who would it hurt if I have one peek?” She reasoned aloud. “Atrox would never learn of it. And if he has forgotten me, then so be it.”

Tossing her head back, she walked over to the tree in the middle of the meadow. Over ten feet high, it had a trunk the size of five normal seedlings. Sinuous roots dwelled deep into the earth, reaching down to reach the water hiding within its depths.

A massive crown of willowy branches dropped to the ground, and she touched them in passing. Inside it, Catriona had hidden something eons earlier. 

Time to retrieve it. She placed a palm on the tree’s bark, sensing its vibration all the way to her toes.

Please return what you have guarded for so long... She pleaded mentally, unwilling to disturb the ancient entity.

Though to the outside it looked like a regular willow tree, it was in fact the center of her universe in this realm so far isolated from reality. The tree was both portal and shield, an entrance and exit. It let her see into the beyond, and kept things for her, serving as her constant protector.

As you wish...

After a moment, the branches rustled, and the pulse centered in the trunk. The dark wood blurred, and within it was a small hole. Catriona delicately put her hand through it and withdrew the other half of the fairy medallion she had gifted Atrox.

Cradling the precious treasure to her chest, she bowed her head to the tree and stepped back. A branch moved closer to her arm, caressing her from cheek to wrist. Be careful, child. Fate is fickle with your kind...

Catriona gulped, not so much at the warning as the fact the entity had spoken. It was rare to hear its voice, and the deep rumble in her mind was enough to give her pause. She glanced at her fist, hesitating.

The Fae was no stranger to fate. After all, it was her desire to help Merlin that had gotten her entangled with the wolf god. But the need to see Atrox again grew with each passing second.

“I have to know,” she whispered, blue eyes glittering. “Please understand.”

Only silence answered her, and the branch that had shifted was now inert. Feeling as though she had disappointed her benefactor, Catriona moved further away until she was back by the shore.

Only then did she open her palm, taking a moment to admire the delicately designed fairy on a simple silver chain. When her fingers touched it, she sighed in relief, before pulling it out into the sun.

Her eyes glowed an icy blue as the spell activated, then she closed her fist over it. She had expected to sense Atrox, or at the very least see him frolicking in paradise.

Instead, all she sensed a black hole of nothingness. Brow furrowed in concentration, Catriona tried again, with the same result.

“This is impossible,” she huffed. “If he is in the realm of the gods, I should have....” 

Eyes glassy, she stared in the distance for a long time, gnawing on her bottom lip. Something didn’t feel right, and she vowed to find out what it was.

With a negligent move of her hand, Catriona dressed in a deep purple sheath and clasped the pendant around her neck. The miniature fairy rested in the hollow of her cleavage, cold against her bare skin.

Through her back, translucent wings delicately peeked. All Faes had them for ease of transport, and they could retract and expand at their owner's whim. In that moment, they fluttered in agitation as they caught onto their mistress’ emotions. Unwilling to wait any longer, Catriona took off.

Once she reached the barrier of her territory, the Fae twirled her index and called the elements and nature itself. The tornado she had toyed with earlier was the first to answer, nipping at her heels like an obedient puppy.

With one last glance at the tree below, Catriona gave in to the currents and dropped within the tunnel, letting it carry her forth.

Bring me to the entrance...Get me into the gods’ paradise.

It didn’t take long to pass through time and space, and the tornado allowed her to exit gently, floating almost to the ground. She had managed it again—arrived in forbidden territory, at the same darkened gate which held the secrets of the pantheon.

This was one place cut off from her, on account of an ancient law instilled in both their kind—gods and Faes—after the Last Wars. However, with Fae magic being unruly, all laws tended to be flexible.  

Catriona was about to put her powers to the test again when an ominous voice froze her to the spot.

“What business do you have here?”

Catriona whirled around, finding herself face to face with—

“Aequus?” Her disappointed tone only caused him to frown.

“Do I know you?”

Bulkier than his brother Atrox but with the same black hair and sculpted features, the god was striking. Dressed in a dark green toga held by a panther brooch, he was three times her size.

Her body's desires, long unfilled, couldn’t help but notice his good attributes. But unlike Atrox’s malicious eyes and playful spirit, all she caught in the god’s emerald gaze was a cool calculation.

It was enough to moderate her senses, and Catriona regrouped easily, even more so at his next words.

“I demand an answer.” 

She tossed her hair back at his imperious, if slightly irritated, tone. “I am Catriona, daughter of Merlyddus and heiress of Faes. Where is your brother?”

Rather than respond, Aequus stared at her long and hard. His gaze traveled up and down her body, a flicker of recognition passing through it. 

A smirk tugged at his lips, yet when he spoke, his tone was confused as though not quite believing what he was seeing. “I remember you now.” 

“I am not surprised,” Catriona batted her eyelashes. “I am, after all, difficult to forget.”

Aequus frowned for a moment, then his expression cleared and he laughed. After a brief hilarity, he sneered and stepped closer still.

“Yet my brother had no trouble casting you aside, did he?”

Stunned at his nastiness, Catriona took an extra second to process what she should have already guessed: he knew. Whatever had happened to Atrox, his sibling was involved.

Fury filled her, rising like a tidal wave ready for destruction.  Her father had always warned against her inherited temper, but Catriona never listened. Ruled by impulses more so than rationale, once an emotion took control of her she had to see it through to the end, regardless of who she hurt.

Before she could pause for a breath—or Aequus could defend himself—Catriona lunged at the god. Propelled forth by her wings, she cut through the air and near-tackled him. Caught by surprise and not having expected her strength, Aequus stumbled backwards.

Hands out like claws, Catriona went after him and scratched his face, snarling in fury. Despite his bulkier frame, Aequus couldn’t maintain a distance. He back-pedaled again, swearing under his breath.

The Fae doubled her attacks, moving under his lazy strikes with the agility of a cat—and all the grace of a feral panther. Aequus tried to grab Catriona’s hands behind her, but one of her wings cut him.

She spun in place, a true tornado fuelled by rage. Her eyes shone cold ice, her palms gathering momentum, ready to launch a magical attack. A laugh echoed, distracting them both.

Catriona paused in her steps, tilting her head, a low snarl escaping her. “Who goes there?” 

“At ease, Fae.” The words were spoken softly, and Ardea stepped out of the shadows. A little shorter than Aequus but with bi-colored eyes—one green, the other black—she had inky hair and a beige toga.

Catriona settled not because of the goddess’ words, but due to her mere presence. There was an aura of wisdom around Ardea, a calming spirit so in contrast with her siblings.

As though to prove said knowledge, Ardea cast an amused glanced at her brother. “You really should pick your fights wisely, Aequus. Have you not learned from humans how dangerous scorned women are?”

The panther god only scowled, wiping at his face and muttering under his breath.

Ardea ignored him and instead inched closer to the Fae. “You seek Atrox.”

Seeing no reason to lie, especially with the scratches still visible on the other deity’s cheek, Catriona inclined her head. “Yes.”

“He is not here,” Ardea admitted, eyes shining with unspoken emotion. “Not on this dimension, I fear. Come with me.”

The goddess moved away, expecting the Fae to follow. Catriona stood rooted for a moment to the same spot, glaring at Aequus. Sensing the tension, Ardea touched his hand in passing and the god stepped back into the shadows.

Not liking the loss of control, Catriona grudgingly followed Ardea. They passed through corridors of fog and ice, then under a luminous barrier. The Fae shivered at the liquid coating her skin, then shook it off like a cat unwilling to tolerate water.

Ardea’s low chuckle brought her out of her musings, and she realized they had come to a stop. Still on her guard, Catriona inspected their new surroundings. Everything was white, except for a transparent pond in a corner.

“What is this place?” she asked, unable to keep her eyes from taking it all in. There was an odd vibration of primitive and modern that rattled her nerves and set her on edge.

“’Tis the Reincarnation Pool, Fae. Do you not perceive its energy?”

Catriona refused to answer, clenching her jaw instead. “Why bring me here?”

“For the truth. Atrox never cared for much while he was a god. When we banished him and he found Vivienne, we were all bewildered at the strength of their bond." She pursed her lips, grimacing. “Be that as it may, he only really loved her. After her death, he chose reincarnation so that he could be reborn again.”

Catriona frowned, trying not to take the statement personally.

“See for yourself, I do not lie.” Without waiting for Catriona's approval, Ardea grabbed her hand and stuck it in the water. As though zinged with electricity, the Fae’s head fell back and she saw through their eyes...

In the gods’ palace, Alistair walked around in a daze. When Vivienne had died, he had felt a part of him being yanked out, never to be filled again.

He didn’t
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