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CHAPTER 1
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The wind rushed through her hair, the strength of the horse’s back between her legs, the breeze in the air lifting her spirits. 

King Adrien’s daughter was enjoying freedom a little too much on the sunny day. Riding astride her faithful steed, Shadow, her satin gown billowing in the wind, she was acutely aware her behavior was entirely un-princess like. 

Still, she joyously opened her arms, welcoming the wind, while the stallion neighed and kept galloping.

“Lady Vivienne!”

Shouts came from behind, and she glimpsed a group of guards following from far away, evidently trying to catch up. The closest one pushed his horse on, heading straight for her.

Vivienne chuckled at his disheveled appearance, and threw a mischievous smile his way, emerald green eyes glinting. Shaking her midnight-colored hair loose, she bent over the horse, clutching onto its mane, and laughingly commanded, “Run like lightning, Shadow!” 

His sturdy muscles bunched under her legs, picking up speed and leaving the knights in the dust. The princess gleefully giggled along, eyes closed in delight.

* * *
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VIVIENNE WAS IN A HALF awake state, fragments of the dream and horse’s neigh still around her. The faint glow of a lamp illuminated the bedroom, always on. A sound had woken her up, but she couldn’t pinpoint it immediately. 

She blinked, slowly waking up. The faint breeze flowing through immediately shook her—her windows were always, without a fault, locked tight at night.

As quietly as possible, Vivienne tried to reach under the pillow for the dagger hidden there, but touched only the smooth satin pillowcase. She froze at a sound, mindful there was someone else in the room.

“Looking for this?” The disembodied voice came from the corner next to her closet.

Vivienne could make out the intruder’s shape, and tried to hush the beating of her heart, hiding her fear and racing pulse. 

She sat up in bed, keeping the covers wrapped tightly around her, and turned towards the voice. A glint of metal shone in the dim moonlight, the same one she had religiously kept around her nightstand for ages as a precaution. How ironic that it would be the same weapon endangering her now!

Vivienne could make out the contours of a male shape, but no identifying marks.  

“If it’s money you’re after, I don’t have any,” she confessed truthfully, proud that her voice was firm and unshaken. I wish Alistair was here right now. 

A crude laugh echoed around her, brittle and harsh as nails scraping on a chalkboard.

“Well, isn’t that too bad? I’m sure we can find another, better arrangement.”

As it spoke, the shape stepped right, and the young woman had the confirmation she had been waiting for. Judging by his build and outline of the body, the intruder was undoubtedly male. 

Despite squinting harder, she still couldn’t make out the features of his face, as if it was blurred to her eyes. At his scrappy, sickening voice, her stomach curled in disgust. His nearness to the only door blocked her one chance of exit. 

Vivienne’s senses tingled, fully alert. Her muscles tensed as she slid towards the opposite edge of the bed, preparing an escape. 

“What do you want?” she questioned, in a vain effort to gain time.  

For all response, the man advanced to the bed. His intent to hurt was apparent, but in a split moment, Vivienne’s problems doubled—quite literally. Her vision became a confusing fog, and two shapes faced her instead of one.

As it had come many times before, the signs were the same: the bile in the throat, the flare in the stomach, the spinning of the room. 

“You’ve got to be shitting me!” Vivienne muttered out loud, and the man paused for a fraction of a second. 

If I pass out, this is a lost fight. She tried to push the sensation away, but only resulted in making it stronger; the intruder continued his approach.

Vivienne grasped at straws of reality in a last effort.

Close to the bed now, the man went to grab the covers. Vivienne jumped to her feet, already losing grip on her clamoring reality. 

The man managed to grab her wrist, tugging on it. He breathed on her neck, emanating a foul odor, and she spun around. With a force Vivienne didn’t recognize possessing, let alone a move she had never learned, she struck. 

When her closed fist connected with his jaw, Vivienne fell, the floor and darkness beckoning.

The last thing she noted before giving in to the blackout, was a luminous bolt shooting towards the intruder... but emerging from her hands.

* * *
[image: ]


VIVIENNE DU LAC, VIV for all her friends, considered herself a wild twenty-five-year old, with a mean streak for speaking her mind, and a gift with animals. Though not Snow White by any designation—the jet black hair and rosy lips had often times gotten her the comparison—the small creatures had always connected with her.

Unfortunately, it was a gift the young woman had learned to keep under wraps, realizing it set her apart from everyone else.

Another thing differentiating her from fellow humans was what Vivienne called a unique gift—or curse, depending on the day—déjà-vus.  

Dictionaries define a déjà-vu as a sensation of having experienced a situation already, though it is only happening for the first time. In Vivienne’s case, a tornado of flashbacks would hit, sometimes more than once during a day, and she would lose all notion of time and space. 

This rather odd ability began manifesting in childhood, when at seven-years-old, her parents bought a gorgeous white Andalusian foal. The vineyard Vivienne grew up on, in Nice, France, was nothing if not fairytale, as were her parents.  

When she had met the foal, she had jumped for joy. During that first ride, something happened—the nice breeze brought echoes of a different ride, flashes of unfamiliar landscapes, and another horse. 

Vivienne could recall, to this day, waking up from the vision on the ground, her parents terrified the horse had thrown her off, and forbidding her to ride again. It didn’t work out, as the young girl snuck around and formed a bond with the animal. Eventually, they gave in, and returned the riding privileges. 

From that first day on, Vivienne’s nights were populated by weird visions, half-dream and half-imagination, where she was a pampered princess in a faraway kingdom. In the morning, she would recount these nightly adventures to her parents and, at first, they found her stories endearing. 

As she got older, it became apparent something more was going on, and they decided a shrink would be a good idea. Following the experience, Vivienne promptly realized her uniqueness, and learned to hide the déjà-vus. 

Aside from her best friend, Jennifer, and her faithful Alistair, no one in her present day life knew what happened whenever she zoned out. Even at work, whenever she was required to meet in person with clients, no one guessed the truth. They had no idea that her precarious disappearances had nothing to do with the migraines she lied about, but rather with foreseeing the incoming déjà-vu and preferring to avoid passing out in front of strangers.

Luckily, her profession as a historical researcher—and the more than sizeable bank account her parents had set up—gave Vivienne the freedom to never worry about her secret getting out. Whenever she was on assignment researching papers or books for the people contracting her, she was careful.

Her parents still lived in Nice, while Vivienne herself had chosen to navigate away towards Venice, then London, and had finally settled in the ancient city of the popes, Avignon. She had rented a small town home in one of the quieter corners, away from tourists—her own little haven of peace to return to from trips abroad.

Rather unfortunately, the déjà-vus followed everywhere, and no amount of therapy could get rid of them—not that Vivienne needed them gone anymore. They were a part of her life, despite being rather hazardous at times. 

* * *
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A KINK IN THE NECK woke Vivienne up—a startling pain, followed by the coolness of the hardwood underneath. She peeled herself slowly off the floor, blinking at the morning’s sunrise filtering through the window. The previous night’s episode flashed in her mind, and she jumped up, urgently scanning her bedroom.

She was alone, and the bed was untouched.

Vivienne ran to the bathroom, taking off her nightgown hurriedly and checking her body in the large vanity mirror. She had no bruises, no scratches. In fact, there were no marks whatsoever to indicate any kind of struggling. 

Confusion was setting in, a nagging doubt now rising. Could I have imagined the entire thing? Yet it had been much too real—the hair at the back of her neck rising, the panic, wishing Alistair had been there...

“You can’t have dreamt it!” Vivienne argued with her reflection in the mirror, her green eyes sparkling with anger and fear. Once again, she inspected her back for any visible bruises, with no luck. 

Had it been all imagined, a trick of the mind? Sometimes, reality and fantasy became so intertwined with her trances to the point of creating false memories.

Vivienne gave up on the bodily inspection, now sure nothing had happened, and went to shower. Minutes later, exiting the bathroom, she noticed the window of her bedroom open—same as from the so-called dream.

Vivienne tip-toed to the bed, lifted her pillow, and frowned in confusion—her dagger was still missing. She checked the area around the bed and finally found it near the bedside table, on the floor.

It was still sheathed in leather, but couldn’t have fallen there on its own. To top it off, the tiny blade was precariously close to where the intruder had been the last time she had seen him.

All the pieces combined in her mind, pointing to the only possible explanation: the intruder wasn’t only real, but had disappeared after the previous night’s attack. 

Vivienne’s first thought was to call the police. The second, quickly following, was, Who would even believe me? 

Aside from the weird situation, she lived in a rental town home off a private lot, and the neighbors kept to themselves. They generally didn’t interact, so the chances of them remarking anything odd during the night were slim. Plus, the fences around her own backyard pool kept anyone from getting too close. 

The ring of a cell phone snapped Vivienne from her musings. 

She rushed to retrieve it from the kitchen, picking up on the last ring breathlessly. “Hello?” 

“I don’t know what game you think you’re playing, you little witch, but that was some trick you pulled last night!” 

The angry voice was unmistakably familiar, and Vivienne froze, rooted to the spot, the hairs at the back of her neck rising yet again.

“I-I don’t understand what you’re talking ab—” 

“We’ll see about that.”

The line went dead, leaving her even more confused. The call had come from an unknown number. 

Almost in a daze, she set the phone down and started to get dressed. She had barely finished tying her long, inky hair in a ponytail, when the doorbell rang. 

Vivienne felt his presence—and annoyance—before even opening the door. 

A hundred plus pound of dog jumped up in greeting, large paws aiming for her shoulders, gray and black hair flying everywhere. Vivienne laughingly embraced her monster of a dog as he licked everywhere he could reach. 

“Honestly, I can’t fathom how you handle him!” Jennifer echoed from far behind.

Vivienne adjusted Alistair’s weight in her arms, and glanced around him. A petite blonde woman stood farther back in jeans and a low-cut top and high heels. Unsurprisingly, she was straining with the leash. 

Jennifer’s blue eyes flashed in annoyance, but the rosy cheeks and blonde hair were still as flawless as the last time they’d met. They had been friends for over five years, since Vivienne had first run into her in a café by the house, as though by fate. Even after all this time, there was an unspoken connection between them.

“He’s honestly not that bad,” Vivienne chuckled, collecting the leash from her friend. “Maybe a bit overexcited. Being away from me would do that.”

“My childhood cat was overexcited when he ate, Viv. Your dog is a demon.”

Alistair, wisely sitting down by his mistress’ feet, tilted his head and growled menacingly, causing Vivienne to frown at him. Big enough to pass her hips, the massive Caucasian Shepherd’s body was strung up with anger. 

His breed of dog was particularly designed for protection, and they viewed their human as the absolute charge, and anyone else as their enemy. Vivienne had chosen him from a litter of pups based on one stare—as though they were long lost friends. 

Although the display of attitude was a daily occurrence between Alistair and Jennifer, she presumed the occasional sleepovers helped smooth out their relationship. After all, her friend had volunteered to care for him whenever Vivienne was out of town doing research for a new contract.

“He’s not that bad,” Vivienne muttered again, moving past the entryway to let them in. 

Once Alistair’s leash was removed, he bounced around for a few moments, before settling on his favorite couch to observe them both. Caucasian Shepherds were distinguished for their loyalty and vigilance, and her dog was no exception.

Half shrugging again at his behavior, Vivienne concentrated on Jennifer. “So, what did I miss?”

The young woman giggled. “Nuh uh, girl, you first. How was Rome?” 

Vivienne grimaced, the previous night’s events still bugging her. 

“Uh oh,” Jennifer’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “That bad?”

“No, no, it was all right.” Vivienne shook her head, not in the mood to get into it. “How about we go get a coffee?”

Despite her casual tone, it was clear Jennifer wasn’t fooled. “Whatever you feel like.”

“Great! Alistair can get his walk, too!” 

Vivienne chuckled at Jennifer’s groan, and picked up a small navy messenger bag and Alistair’s leash as they exited the house.

* * *
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A SHORT STROLL FROM Vivienne’s house later, they ended up in a café down the street. The owner knew them and had no objections to giving them a street table, even procuring a bowl of water and a croissant for Alistair. 

Jennifer accurately interpreted Vivienne’s silence as not being in the mood to expand on her trip to Rome. Instead, she ordered two espressos and a collection of pastries, and filled her in on the latest drama in her family’s soap-opera life—including the part about a cousin running away with some construction worker, and the parents’ indignation. 

Vivienne, still fixated on the previous night’s events, was having a hard time focusing. As she glanced about, observing the street, Alistair perked up. She craned her neck in the direction of his stare, immediately drawn to him.

The man couldn’t have been more than six feet tall, strolling around in a dark leather jacket and jeans. There was nothing overtly gorgeous about him, rather an implacability which commanded attention. This was someone not ruled by emotions. 

He could have passed by, never looked her way, and they would have been none the wiser. But Alistair, quiet up until that moment, jerked to his paws and barked his loudest thunder-bark. 

Jennifer, unperturbed by the characteristic behavior, rolled her eyes and prattled on. “In the end, it doesn’t surprise me. Much. She’s been stubborn since the first day I met her.”

Having calmed Alistair with a tug on the leash, Vivienne risked a peek in the stranger’s direction, and heat instantly flamed her cheeks—he was still there. Furthermore, he was staring at her with the most peculiar, shocked expression.

Something about his features was familiar, but that wasn’t what drew her attention. Rather, the heat in his eyes was an entrancing echo of things past. A stirring rose deep within Vivienne, and a sensation akin to curiosity—or was it a warning?—prickled her skin. 

Had his stare not enthralled her, the leather jacket, bruised knuckles, and scar on the side of his jaw would have raised bells of alarm. The onyx eyes, however, were a trap Vivienne couldn’t disengage from.

In a single glance, the man’s dismay was apparent, as was her shock at being ogled so openly. When his gaze continued to warm in recognition, images flowed at the back of Vivienne’s head—a swift snippet of a knight bending over a princess’ hand, a flash of metal, followed by a chaotic overflow with no heads or tails. The torrent threatened to consume her.

The man, frowning now, stepped in the street, towards her. In that one second beat, an insistent honk—and a car rushing by, narrowly missing him—broke their connection. As swiftly as he had emerged in her field of vision, he broke eye contact, and retreated. 

With him gone, the images evaporated as well. Alistair attempted to get up again, but Vivienne yanked on the leash hard enough to instill the command to sit. With a resigned glare, the dog settled back down, grunting heavily in displeasure. 

Vivienne zoned back into the conversation just in time for the end of Jennifer’s tirade about her relative. She carefully hid her uneasiness under a blank mask of neutrality. The day had escalated to full-blown weirdness, as of precisely three minutes earlier.

“Yeah...” Vivienne shrugged in response to Jennifer’s rant, while massaging the sides of her temples to dull the incoming headache.  

“What’s wrong? Is it another one of those flashbacks?” Jennifer pounced on her friend’s vulnerability.

Vivienne was about to deny it, pass it off as a normal occurrence—as unlikely as those were—but something stopped her. A nagging voice in the back of her head asked, Why have a friend when you won’t even trust her?

At that exact moment, she peeked at Jennifer, with the uncanny sensation the thought had come from the young woman. 

“Not really,” Vivienne began, ignoring the odd reluctance within her. “More of a connection. It was a man this time.”

“Cute?” Jennifer asked, but despite her gossipy smugness, her attention was unerringly focused.

Vivienne couldn’t help a small smile as she recalled his eyes, his lips, the strong jaw and Roman nose, all definitive ruggedly handsome good looks. “Yeah, of course. Not overtly gorgeous, but attractive, for sure. And, there’s something about him...”

Jennifer arched a thin eyebrow—gift of nature—questioningly. 

“He brought up stuff,” Vivienne continued.

When Jennifer’s expression remained blank, Vivienne added, “Things I’ve never done—walks in the moonlight, knights, swords...” She stopped with a derisive shake of her head. “I’m not sure, Jen, it was weird.”

“Coming from you, it must be serious,” her friend stated matter-of-factly, before taking a sip of her espresso. She was avoiding Vivienne’s look, now fidgeting with the cup.

Vivienne frowned, both at the words and actions. “I guess so...” 

“Is there anything else?” Jennifer didn’t seem fooled by her monosyllabic answers. “Anything to suggest he recognized you?”

Again, Vivienne hesitated, before haltingly disclosing, “He stopped, and for the longest time stared at me. I thought he was going to come here, but he changed his mind.” 

She had to wonder at the disappointed tone in her own voice. What was wrong with her—on top of everything else, she now craved a stranger’s attention, too?

“Wait,” Jennifer interrupted Vivienne’s mental tirade. “You’re saying he noticed you?”

“Yeah. I was listening to you, when I looked towards him and saw him pass by. Alistair barked, and he looked straight at me.”

Jennifer dropped the usual sarcastic attitude and fidgeting. An assessing gleam replaced the vagueness in her eyes. “Anything else?”

“Umm...” Vivienne stopped with a cup halfway to her mouth and pondered honestly, tilting her head to the side. “Only that I have a hunch I know him—really know him. Stronger than others.”

There was a flash of almost fear in Jennifer’s eyes as she recoiled, causing Vivienne to wonder at its reason. The tension in her head—which had previously eased off—returned with a vengeance, and she almost dropped the coffee cup at the pang of discomfort. 

Though her vision blurred, Vivienne noted Jennifer’s frown, and distinctly heard her voice asking, Can it be him already?

“What did you say?” Vivienne murmured, confused. Her friend’s lips hadn’t moved, but the question had been as clear as if it had been spoken out loud. 

Jennifer froze at Vivienne’s words, before forcing a tight-lipped smile. “I forgot, but I have to go.” With a nonchalant shake of the head, she got up from the table in a hurry, and spilled the rest of her espresso. “Damn. I, um...” She trailed off, wiping the mess quickly with a napkin, before adding, “I promised Jacques I’d meet him at noon. And it’s almost time.”

Vivienne raised her eyebrows, beyond surprised at Jennifer’s boyfriend’s name. Didn’t she break up with that guy a few nights ago? Or did I dream that, too? 

When she voiced the thought out loud, Jennifer shrugged and explained, “Well, yeah! But I have to get my things from his apartment. I’ll call you about tonight. Ciao!”

In a whirlwind, she was gone, and the atmosphere dropped a few degrees. Vivienne shivered, and the dull ache in her head also eased off. Alistair whined low, pleading for her attention.

“That was weird,” she agreed while petting him, having long ago gotten past the bizarreness of speaking to her dog in public.

* * *
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AS SOON AS SHE WAS out of the café, Jennifer pulled out her cell phone and dialed the pre-programmed number. 

When a male voice picked up, she hurriedly reported, “Tell him he’s here, saw her, and she’s remembering things. I’ll stand by for instructions.”

Jennifer then strode over to her own place, frowning at the unexpected turn of events.

* * *
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THE MAN HUNG UP THE cell, and re-entered the church. Situated on the edge of a cemetery, at one point, the religious establishment had been great, a tourist attraction even. Now, only an abandoned building remained. 

On the outside, the walls were falling apart, overgrown weeds eating into the stone, covering the remnants of what had been some great architecture. Parts of the building had collapsed, but the main structure had stood the test of time. A few windows had been broken by the elements, and pieces of glass streaked the ground, along with broken bottles and beer cans from teenage rebels.

As the man advanced past the faded brown door hanging on its last hinge, he could barely suppress a disgusted sneer. Inside the building, the remaining oak benches were either painted with graffiti, in pieces, or flat out faded and unusable. 

There was only one thing untouched—an altar, with a red tablecloth thrown over it, two candelabras, and a large brass cross adorning the opposing wall. A few tiny candles stood in a circle around it, waiting to be lighted in prayer.

“Who was it, Braydon?”

The speaker stood in front of the altar, only his back visible to the one called Braydon. He wore a faded brown cape with a large hood that covered his features.

Braydon put away the cellphone—there was no love for such contraptions with his master—and said, “Jennifer, master. She said he’s back. And Vivienne’s memories are resurfacing.”

The man threw his head back in an almost relieved sigh, lifting both arms up to the ceiling in a V shape.

“Hallelujah!” He sniggered mockingly, before lowering them. “Then it can begin.”

He drifted around the altar, picking up some remaining oil-holders, throwing them with such emphasis they shattered, and the oil tainted the tablecloth. With a single hand wave, a blazing candle dropped on the material, inflaming it. The man stood behind the blaze, a cruel sneer playing on his lips, as the last remnants of faith in the building evaporated.

* * *
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HAVING FINISHED HER coffee, Vivienne got up and paid the bill, grabbed her jacket and bag—as well as Alistair—and left the little coffee shop to get some air. The dog followed docilely. She only kept the leash on to avoid alarming people due to his large size, but with or without, his obedience was never in question. 

As they walked, she breathed in deeply the autumn air. The multicolored leaves and crisp air had always appealed to her, although why, Vivienne couldn’t say. 

She strolling down the street towards her favorite spot in the city, a fountain in the Place des Corps Saints. With each step, the stress eased off her shoulders, as if removed by an invisible hand. Her gait became more relaxed, and Alistair trotted silently, enjoying his walk on the cobblestone paths. 

Vivienne anticipated a few minutes of peace when they arrived at their destination, as the water always helped with some self-reflection. However, as she got to the little roundabout where the fountain was located, her usual spot by the ancient tree was already occupied. 

The young woman stopped dead in her tracks, her jaw dropping as she recognized the man from earlier. As though alerted by an inaudible alarm, he snapped out of his deep thinking and turned her way; his eyes widened in surprise. 

Almost lazily, he straightened from the trunk he was leaning against, and moved forward, their eyes locking across the distance. Vivienne was already advancing, before she’d even made a conscious decision to do so. She couldn’t break the stare, enthralled.

Before she could step towards him again, he was gone. Two long strides later, he got into a silver car parked in one of the adjacent alleyways. In a rush—almost a panic attack—she ran towards it, but the car sped away.

As soon as it disappeared, Vivienne became heedful of the weird sensation in her chest, almost as if a hand was squeezing its center. Alistair’s bark made her jump, though he was frozen to the ground, also staring after the car. 

“What the hell is wrong with me?” she wondered out loud. It was impossible they had met before, of that she was certain. Yet his hold on her was undisputable. 

Frowning, Vivienne stepped towards the fountain, sitting down on the ragged edge, still mulling over the unfamiliar man. Alistair settled on the ground by her feet, patiently waiting. 

His mistress peeked down, exhaling heavily. “If at least I knew his name, maybe I could understand what the hell is going on with me... and him.”

The moment the words left her mouth, a breeze picked up, blowing against her flushed cheeks. As it always did around an oncoming flashback, her skin prickled in warning. Alistair whined—another telltale sign the déjà-vu was coming. Vivienne braced for it, but only the wind responded, with a gentle caress as soft as a feather.

Then, so hushed she almost missed it, a name.

“Sébastien.”

Startled, Vivienne jumped off the stone, eyes darting around her surroundings, trying to figure out where the name had come from. Am I beginning to actually lose it? 

The déjà-vu hit before she could prepare, and all she could do was submit to its insistent pull.

* * *
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VIVIENNE WAS IN A GARDEN—A vast, filled with every flower, type of garden. The cold air of the night surrounded her, and the full moon was high in the sky. The sand underneath her feet indicated she was somewhere in the desert, yet the encompassing palace was luscious, and not a mirage.

As far as the eye could see were a multitude of flowers and trees, anchored not in sand, but in deep, rich earth. The sand was only around her own feet, as though the greenery was protected. Her gown, of the finest silk, wrapped across her body whimsically, a lover’s caress to a heated skin.

He came out of nowhere—leather armor on, weapon in hand. The love of her life. He’d always been there, always solid, a rock she could rely on.

He strode towards Vivienne, and the welcoming smile on her lips died at the grieving in his eyes—something wasn’t right. He stepped into the moonlight, and she frowned at the regret in his expression, her heart lurching agonizingly. 

“I’ve failed,” he rasped.

“Sébastien...” She uttered his name on a whisper, a painful last dash of hope. 

But the closer he got to her, the more Vivienne could see of him. Such as the sheen of sweat on his face, and the blood oozing from a gut wound.

“No!” she screamed—but it was too late. 

He crashed at her feet, murmuring words of love, as Vivienne bent over his body, sobs wrecking her body. 

Later, when Sébastien’s body had become cold and lifeless, she cried to the moonlight, and begged to be allowed to join him in the afterlife. 

* * *
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SOMETHING WET LICKED her hand, and Vivienne’s eyes fluttered open. Alistair was bent over her, his warm doggie breath in her face. Her head rested on the cold ground, apparently having fallen against the fountain during the vision—which also explained the irritating soreness around her neck. 

It wasn’t a surprising occurrence, considering the weird nature of the flashes assailing her, which more often than not resembled time travel. 

Normally, a déjà-vu was meant to be only a familiar sensation, a fading smell or taste. Vivienne’s, on the other hand, were a cross between a déjà-vu, a memory, and getting whacked over the head by something incredibly solid. Whenever they happened, she was literally transported somewhere else, reminiscing, losing complete connection with the current reality. It made the return much more aggravating, and her life even more confusing. 

Oddly enough, this particular flash was one of its kind. Previous ones had mostly been centered in a medieval time, but this one was ancient in its environment, as though from a different lifetime. And there was something incredibly familiar about the man who had died at her feet... And his name. The same name the wind has whispered to her as she’d asked about the stranger.

Using Alistair’s sturdy frame to maneuver herself up, Vivienne managed to get to a standing position, well-versed now in the art of recovering. Alistair peered at her questioningly. 

“I’m fine,” she grimaced weakly. “Let’s go home, maybe a nap will help.”

They took their time getting back to the house, on account of Vivienne still being dizzy. As soon as they cleared the backdoor, she went straight to bed and passed out. Alistair inspected the house quickly, and then joined his dormant mistress, head over his paws, an alert gaze fixated protectively on her.

Vivienne, through restless sleep, was soon dragged into another vision, with Alistair helpless to stop it. This time, she wasn’t in the desert, but in a different recollection, similar to the ones from medieval times. 

* * *
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“YOU SUMMONED ME, FATHER.” Vivienne curtsied in front of the old king, then straightened up and grinned at him.

King Adrien couldn’t help returning her smile, despite having spent the last hours attempting to calm down the head of the palace guard, and the guards themselves. They had been beyond furious after Vivienne had, once again, run off with her stubborn horse, and they’d had to give up the chase across the vast plains of the realm Elsior.

Vivienne was his only daughter, and after Vevila’s death, Adrien’s beloved wife, he had raised her freely—perhaps a bit too much. The young princess was so full of life and laughter, he simply couldn’t restrain her, cringing at the thought of imposing limits. And yet, the challenges awaiting her, especially once he would no longer be of this world, would be worse for wear without protection.

Thus, much as the king hated to, he had listened to the reports, and finally given in. Adrien’s smile faded and he landed a severe stare on the princess to impress the gravity of the situation.

“Yes, dear daughter,” he finally acknowledged out loud. “You are driving your guards quite mad, so I have taken the liberty of hiring a new one. He is knighted, and comes highly recommended from various courts across our land, where he has secured his charges to the satisfaction of his employers. Please, meet Sébastien Dubois.”

Vivienne tilted her head in the direction king Adrien was pointing to, but the haughty reply died on her lips when their eyes met. Green met midnight, and the instant connection was impossible to miss. The grand throne hall faded around her, and the only thing existing was his unflinching stare.

The new guardian was taller than Vivienne, with broad shoulders that were intimidating, if not enticing at first. A faint shadow of a beard darkened his jawline, making him seem even more cut from granite. His look was completed with hair as somber as Vivienne’s, and eyes of pure onyx, still fixed on her.  

Sébastien broke eye contact first, and inched forward. He kept a respectful distance, less than an arm’s width, before kneeling at her feet on one knee. “My lady,” he began in a deep, hoarse voice—a delicious caress to her senses. 

His hand gripped Vivienne’s gently, the rough pads grazing the skin. When his lips pressed to it in greeting, the princess’ knees wobbled. What was it about this man that stirred her to the core, when none had ever managed to before? He had spoken no more than two words, yet she was left without speech.

“Rise.” Vivienne cleared her throat at her breathless tone, and tried keeping her features as impassable as possible. 

Sébastien did as he was bid, and towered over her momentarily, before retreating a few steps. Vivienne tried to ignore the scrumptious new guard, instead glancing back to the king.  

“Father, is this truly necessary?” 

“Yes, my dear. I appreciate your independence and I do not wish to limit you, but Sébastien will be travelling with you during your lessons with your mentor, and anywhere else you wish to go.”

“How is it I am supposed to get some time to myself?” Vivienne argued, her eyes narrowing.

“You still will... But Sébastien has to accompany you everywhere. Please do not push this issue any further, Vivienne.”

She was about to protest, but her father’s tired tone hit her. For the first time discerning it, she frowned at the pallor of his skin, and replied softly, “Father, as you wish,” and curtsied again. 

She was about to depart, when a shadow emerged from the corner of the throne room and came to her. Everyone present gasped at the size of the animal, and Sébastien’s hand automatically went to his weapon. When he realized neither the king nor Vivienne were fazed, he remained immobile, observing silently.

The dog, if he could be called such, nuzzled Vivienne’s hand, until she peered down at him. His head passed her waist, nearing her chest. The rest of his body was as large as a young bear. The black fur which had permitted him a seamless blend with the shadows, now stood in contrast with the whiteness of the floors.

The dog’s eyes travelled to the new guard, whose hand still gripped the sheathed blade. With a dismissive snort, he strode to the king, walking up the stairs to the throne, and set his huge head in the old man’s lap. As if preparing to yawn, his massive jaws opened, and a breath came out in puffs of white smoke, which Adrien inhaled.

The king’s cheeks regained some color, his eyes now glowing with resolution. Vivienne retained a relieved sigh. Her familiar—her protector—had done it again, invigorating Adrien with life essence, when his was failing. 

She couldn’t help but glance towards Sébastien, curious what his opinion was of all this. Sensing eyes on him, he turned to her. Before even deciding to, the princess stepped forward, back in his vicinity, drawn to the new knight against all odds. 

Her dog retreated from the king, and came to his mistress’ side. 

“Thank you,” Vivienne murmured to him, before facing her father once more, chastising. “You should have told me your health was getting worse.” 

“My dear.” He extended a hand to her, which Vivienne hastened to grip. “You are aware I will not be long for this world. Old age cannot be avoided, which is why I need you safe, at all costs.”

She bit back the tears threatening to escape, before nodding. “If it will bring you happiness and ease your burden, then I shall accept this new guard.”

Sébastien knew not what happened—whether it was the princess’ words, her kindness or beauty that did it—but his next actions stunned even himself.

He unsheathed his sword, and moved towards Vivienne, as if incited by an invisible hand. Alistair sharpened his gaze on him, but foreseeing the intent, didn’t intervene. The princess’ confused stare settled on him instead.

Clutching the blade, Sébastien kneeled at her feet once more. He uplifted it, on the flat of his palms, and the words escaped his lips with a rushed intensity. “Lady Vivienne, I swear to you on this day my arm and body to protect you. I will let no harm come to you, and will be there to prevent any perils coming your way. Please accept my oath and bless my sword.”

“Interesting,” the dog rumbled in his mistress’ head. 

Comfortable with his telepathic messages, she didn’t react visibly. However, Vivienne couldn’t agree more with the assessment. Sébastien had taken a basic oath of allegiance, and transformed it into the promise of a lifetime of defending. 

As she extended a hand to graze the metal, some magic seeped into it, without her actively willing. It gleamed, before being absorbed, making the metal shine brighter for a few moments. 

“I bless it,” she declared, “and accept your oath, Sébastien.”

Their eyes met again, and this time the guard’s stare didn’t waver. Something passed among them, and Vivienne became aware of a yearning deep within, as if it had woken up after years of lying dormant. She was the one to break contact, curtsey to the king, and saunter away, her familiar following close behind. 

“She is stubborn, but will get attuned to you,” King Adrien maintained, noticing the guard’s rapt expression.

Sébastien absently agreed, still attempting to clear his head. He had come to the castle for duty, but with only one look at the princess, he’d felt his control over his emotions slipping. 

The oath wasn’t one he’d ever given, and it weighed upon his soul now that Vivienne was gone. A sweet citrus perfume assailed his senses, lingering in the air. If he wasn’t careful, the so-called assignment of watching over her would become more complex than he’d ever intended.
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CHAPTER 2
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Vivienne woke up with her mind in a haze. She had only intended to nap, but it was now evening, the darkened sky visible through the window. Holding the side of her head, she groaned, trying to stand.

Alistair’s head sprung off the bed, tilting in query.

She tried to beam confidently, but it came out as a grimace. “I’m all right, pup, just weird nightly hallucinations...”

Even as she said the words, Vivienne wondered if they were truth, or denial. Had it been a dream, and only coincidence that both names were hers and the man’s from the fountain? That his features were fully recognizable in the man she’d dreamt of? Or was there more to the story? 

The young woman examined the phone on the nightstand, and noticed five missed calls from Jennifer. She listened to the voicemails, none too surprised to find out her friend would be picking her up in less than an hour for another girl’s birthday bash. 

Stifling another pained moan, Vivienne thrust herself out of bed and into the shower. As the jet of water cascaded down her back, the dream nagged still, and the odd impression of belonging within it. When waking up, it felt wrong, as if the fantasy was where she needed to be, not the reality she was currently living. 

As she got out and grabbed a towel, something clattered to the floor in the distance. Vivienne momentarily froze, before quickly wrapping the towel around her body, and picking up a pair of scissors off the vanity. She opened the door and waited uneasily, listening for anything out of the ordinary. 

“Alistair?” 

Nothing happened for a moment, then the Caucasian Shepherd appeared around the corner and sauntered forward with his tail wagging. 

Vivienne exhaled loudly, her entire body relaxing. “You silly doggie! Did you knock something over?”

He sat down sheepishly, which spoke volumes. Sure enough, when she went in the kitchen, one of the plastic bowls—which had previously been filled with snacks—was now on the floor, empty. 

Vivienne rolled her eyes at Alistair. “Well, at least you fed yourself!”

He nudged her hand, staring inquiringly at the scissors, causing his mistress to admit, “I figure I’m being too paranoid, but better be prepared than not, right?”

She put the scissors away, her thoughts already turning to finding something suitable to wear. 

* * *
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VIVIENNE WAS SIPPING a drink, aware of someone watching her. It had been going on the entire night, and she couldn’t pinpoint where it was coming from. If it hadn’t been for the vague notion of recognition, a tingling above her neck, she would’ve dismissed it. But when it didn’t go away after an hour...

After the events of the afternoon and the previous evening, her body was quick to react, becoming tense and restless as the evening went on. Maybe home’s a better spot for me to be in than a bar.  

The few days she had off work were supposed to help Vivienne relax, not end up with an anxiety attack. The lack of information about the intruder, and the ensuing call the next morning, was a warning on its own. If there was something to worry about, it was better to figure it out sooner, rather than later.

Vivienne squinted to the right, vaguely in the direction Jennifer had left. 

Her friend was off somewhere with a group of her own acquaintances, and although Vivienne enjoyed the solitude, it was high time she left. A stroll by the river with Alistair sounded much more appealing than being in the middle of back-to-back rambunctious young adults. 

As she stood up to leave, the image of the handsome stranger from the fountain floated in her mind, and she nearly spilled her drink on the bar. A hand grabbed Vivienne’s in time to avoid it—a warm, rough hand, with a firm grip that reached deep within her. 

In a flash, the dream flitted in her head, and the sensation of the princess’ fingers in her new guard’s hand. The fantasy blurred with the reality yet, in the present, the man’s grip was still firm, an anchor in a turbulent sea.

How did I not see him, standing so close by? 

Vivienne raised shocked green eyes, meeting onyx ones. Her lips parted in disbelief as she recognized, even in the dimness of the bar, the man from earlier at the café. 

“You!” The word was almost an accusation.

His eyes widened, an undeniable glimmer of recognition flickering within their depths, stunning her into silence. 

“Vivienne.” Her name was breathed in an almost reverent tone, and his eyes searched hers, as if he hadn’t gazed upon her in ages. 

Vivienne experienced recognition and longing all at once, filling every fiber of her body. The contrast served to annihilate the confusion seeping within her reality.

“Sébastien,” she voiced aloud, placing the name from the fountain. Her green eyes dropped to his lips, then back up. 

Completely absorbed, his heated gaze bore into hers, and the air around them crackled with newfound electricity. Vivienne’s body leaned towards his, responding to an invitation as old as time itself.

It was as if the world around them stopped. Clichés had never been her thing, but never had a phrase described a situation better than that. All Vivienne was conscious of was the closeness, the heat coming off the stranger in waves, the impression of his hand in hers. They stared in each other’s eyes, wordlessly communicating. 

As his lips descended on hers, the embrace was soft, yet persistent; reckless, yet tender. Conflicting thoughts affected both their judgment, and norms were no longer important. For instance, Vivienne was well aware the normal thing to do was to shove him away and demand an explanation—a normal girl would do exactly that. 

After all, one couldn’t go around making out with strangers, or letting them do the kissing, in bars. But she couldn’t—didn’t wish to—push him away, and her lips melted against his. The embrace was natural, as if it wasn’t the first time. 

When the déjà-vu hit again, images flashed behind her closed lids with irritating resolution.

* * *
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SHE’D BEEN LOUNGING on an ancient bed, in another palace—not the medieval one. Another one, in a different time, a different place. A knock sounded at the bedroom door.

Vivienne jumped off the bed, opened the door, and threw herself in his arms. “I was afraid you were harmed.” 

Tears of relief escaped from behind her closed lashes. Sébastien’s arms went around her waist, gathering her close to him, whispering comforting words and promises of a future to come.

Still within the circle of his arms, he maneuvered Vivienne back in the room and locked the door behind them. In the darkness, their mouths found each other, their hands roamed through clothing—anxious, seeking more.

“We don’t have much time.” Sébastien pulled away and darted a swift glance towards the entrance, but Vivienne yanked his mouth back down to hers.

Their bodies pressed together, desperate for contact. A touch of skin, breaths quickened, until finally, they landed on the bed.

“Vivienne!”

The princess opened her eyes, startled from sleep in the middle of the day. She sat up on the bed—a different one, in the medieval palace—to find her dog guardian nearby, his head tilted questioningly.

Interpreting her aura easily, his mouth opened wide in his version of a doggy grin. “Ah. I thought you were having a nightmare but... I see your new guardian left a lasting impression.”

Vivienne blushed crimson, before throwing the closest pillow at her familiar. “Shush, Alistair!” 

He ducked it, barking out a laugh. 

* * *
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SÉBASTIEN WAS THE ONE who disengaged, leaving her dazzled, confused, and still in the aftermath of the trance. Oddly enough, Vivienne had managed to remain standing this time, and the entire scene had lasted only a few seconds behind her closed eyes.

Focusing on him, the young woman saw the midnight visitor from the vision, the reckless lover, and not a complete stranger. Her entire being recognized him, trusted him.

“Vivienne,” he said again, the name so easily slipping off his tongue. Then his expression changed, filling with worry. “Oh hell, you have to get out of here, please!”

She blinked, the words finally penetrating, though still incomprehensible. His urgency should have been alarming, yet within her she only sensed familiarity and belonging, as she had never felt before. Leaving his side was the last thing she wanted to do.

Sébastien’s midnight eyes were a sea of confusion, apparently as unnerved by their connection as she was. 

Slowly but surely, he regained control, and tugged on Vivienne’s hand. “Please listen to me. Get away from here. Go to the fountain, to the Place des Corps Saints.” His French was flawless, yet no accent remained in English, either, and he seemed to navigate the languages easily. “I’ll meet you there in an hour. I swear to you, I won’t fail. Not this time. Not again.”

“What are you talking about?” Vivienne shook her head, frowning as the reality of the situation finally sank in. “Who are you?”

He froze in his urgent tug, his eyes narrowing onto hers. “You don’t...remember....?” 

Sébastien searched her expression, growing more astonished by the moment at the answers he found. He compelled forth a reassuring smile, murmuring as he caressed her cheek softly. “One hour, please,” he pleaded, and then he was gone.

Vivienne was left staring at his retreating back, but soon lost track of him in the crowd. It was as if the bubble she had been in burst open, and the noise and ambiance came crashing down, amplifying the chaos. 

“Viv?” Jennifer’s voice penetrated the surrounding haze of confusion. 

Vivienne whirled to see her friend rushing by her side, eyebrows raised curiously and slightly out of breath. “Who was that?”

“Jennifer.” She bit her lip, still staring at where Sébastien had been, utterly disoriented now. “I don’t understand what just happened. I just let a total stranger kiss me, and I didn’t stop him because—”

“You actually had a reason?” Jennifer smirked, implying she should have kept going.

Vivienne paused before continuing, though an intuition deep within her suggested she should keep silent.

“Oh my god, was it him? Viv, was it the guy from the café?” 

Although she sounded earnest, something in Jennifer’s eyes set Vivienne off, and her response was an automatic shake of the head. 

“No, he came on to me and—”

“Viv, that’s awesome!” Jennifer simpered, interrupting yet again, and seemingly sincere. “Go for it! Who cares if you just met him? Heck, he was yummy enough for me to go after him.”

Vivienne formed a noncommittal reply, and the night went on. She waited for the opportunity to run away and meet Sébastien impatiently, hoping despite everything to get some answers.

* * *
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THE STRANGER, SÉBASTIEN, disappeared before Vivienne could figure out where he was headed, and blended with the shadows. Earlier, when he had seen her at the café, he couldn’t believe it. And now, to have been so close... What a fool he was! 

After all this time, lifetimes later, and Vivienne had to come back—reincarnated—when he wasn’t master of his own fate. Keeping a distance was the best option, as it was evident there was something wrong and she didn’t remember anything from the past—their past.

So why did she react to the kiss as if she knew me?

Words and images from a different existence assaulted his senses. Long ago, they had known each other, had been more than friends to one another. Sébastien had been her guard, Vivienne his charge, and they had fallen in love. That was the past, and he couldn’t bear to ruminate over all that had been lost, or the reasons why.

He closed his eyes in an effort to hang on to a semblance of sanity. To be so close, yet so far away, was beyond tormenting.

Sébastien’s entire being craved to be with Vivienne. The promise to meet her lingered in his mind, a hope for something—anything. Yet she would want explanations, and he didn’t have the slightest idea of where to begin.

How could he reveal the truth, that they were pawns in destiny’s clutches?

“Sébastien!” The male voice broke past his fuming ruminations. It wasn’t a soft inquiry, but rather a command. 

At a loss, Sébastien did the only thing he could. He wrenched his longing stare from Vivienne, and went to the VIP booth and man who’d called for him—his jailer. 

* * *
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AN HOUR LATER, CLOSE to midnight, Vivienne crossed the roundabout and arrived by the fountain. Sébastien was already there, standing up from its edge when they were in close proximity. He extended a hand, almost as if to reach for her, but appeared to think better of it and dropped it. 

“You came,” he murmured, almost as if not trusting she would have. Without the noise of the crowd, the full effect of his voice permeated, and she shivered at the husky tone tugging on her senses.

Vivienne melted the closer she got to him. She had never reacted in such a way to a man. Her entire being seemed to be complete, as though he was her missing piece, and the world was set right just by being in his vicinity.

It was freaking her out, and she tried not to anticipate what her parents would say about meeting an unfamiliar man in a secluded place, in the middle of the night.

All these musings crossed Vivienne’s head, yet they were still staring at each other. The night was silent, with no one else around. Even the alleyways from the roundabout were deserted. 

Their eyes collided, and that instant connection hit them both. Vivienne heard Sébastien’s intake of breath, and her own lips parted in response. 

“Is this crazy?” she asked past her dry throat, clogged with emotion. She bit her bottom lip, shifting on her feet, and something softened in his countenance. 

There was so much in that one gaze, but all Sébastien did was reach for Vivienne’s wrist, and gather her close. She tipped her head back to meet his eyes, and noticed his clenched jaw, as though he was aiming for restraint. 

When her eyes lowered to his lips, Sébastien gave a small groan, bent her head back over his arm and kissed her, tenderly at first, allowing Vivienne plenty of time to shove him away. 

“If this is crazy, or an illusion, I’d rather never wake up,” Sébastien confessed against her lips. Then he pressed her tighter, the graze of his mouth against hers changing in intensity. Vivienne clung to him as though he was her rock in the midst of a tornado.

The urgency from her flashback was there, barely held back, in the tightness of his body. She longed to ask him about it, dispute it, but all she could do was give in. He was the breath of life she hadn’t realized was missing. 

When Sébastien paused, minutes later, Vivienne moaned in displeasure. He pulled away, leaving barely a width of space between their lips. “Tell me if I should stop.” 

She shook her head in denial, voicing the only question that mattered. “Do you want to?”

“Never. I’ve waited too long for this.”

And she needed nothing more—tonight would be enough. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she gave in to the sinking sensations. They embraced under the stars, and it went on, and on...

* * *
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VIVIENNE STRODE THE little path to her house in a daze. Sébastien had dropped her off in his silver Jaguar and she was grateful for it, considering her legs were jelly from being around him for so long.

It was near sunrise, but nothing could have stopped Alistair’s enthusiastic jumps. The minute she opened the door, he was there to greet her, extremely vocal about her prolonged absence. Abruptly, his exuberance settled, and he started a thorough sniffing. 

“You’re so nosy, Alistair!” Vivienne giggled, prodding him away. At the sound of his name, a thought struck her—she’d called the dog in her last déjà-vu Alistair, too. 

A wet nose touched the back of her hand and she jumped, startled. Then she grinned down at him. So what? It’s probably my mind playing tricks. To her dog, she added,  “Yes, I met a guy, and no, we didn’t do anything, only made out... Yeesh!”

He sat down, yapping a powerful thunder bark. She kneeled in front of him, burying her head in his fur. “It’s so surreal, Al. First the other night, this place gets broken into—”

The dog disengaged from her grip, and Vivienne deciphered real alarm in his eyes. Her canine friend had always been intelligent, but certain displays of said intelligence almost gave him a human air. She’d gotten used to them over the years, but they still surprised her.

“I’m fine, I promise.”

He nudged her hand, sniffing again, and slowly licked it, making her shake with laughter at his antics. “I had one of my flashbacks when the intruder was here, then woke up and he was gone. I’m not sure what to make of it...but I’d rather not involve the police yet.”

Alistair whined in potent disapproval, but settled as she continued. 

“Anyway... Remember the guy at the fountain?” He tilted his head, asking for a scratching behind the ear as his mistress went on, “I ran into him tonight, and he’s the one I spent the last couple of hours with. It feels so right, Al, I can’t even explain it. Does it sound crazy?”

Alistair butted her shoulder, then followed it with a lick on the cheek, which Vivienne interpreted as a ‘no’. I have to wonder at the reasoning behind that, considering I’m the one talking with my dog about my romantic life... Clearly not a good judge of the crazy scale. 

Shaking her head, Vivienne got off the floor and went to shower, before getting into bed. It was only as she lay down, musing over the last hours spent with Sébastien, that she realized she hadn’t asked his last name. His kisses had been so compelling—topped with the comfort of his arms—that Vivienne had simply forgotten.

She smiled to herself at her own air-headedness. After all, she was entitled to it, and having never felt this way for another man, it was long past due. 

In the end, Vivienne finally surrendered to sleep, and the déjà-vu that ultimately arrived with it.

* * *
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SÉBASTIEN HAD BEEN at the castle for two weeks, and it had been an education, to say the least.

First and foremost, he learned the mentor Vivienne visited most mornings was none other than Merlin, the renowned mage. He had accepted Vivienne as a pupil, and so most mornings, she would wake up and, accompanied by Sébastien and the fair Lancelot, would go to Merlin’s to practice magic. 

Cue the not so large surprise—Lady Vivienne was no ordinary princess interested in knitting and dancing. Her mother, Vevila, a common born, was a descendant of the Celts, daughter of an influential priestess, Kyna. When Kyna’s husband, Vivienne’s grandfather, died young, she’d sent Vevila to live with a distant relative who happened to be working at the castle of King Mihail, in the realm of Elsior.  

A happy king, Mihail had one son, Adrien, a frail young man since birth. Vevila, a kind young woman, came into his life like a tornado, and filled him with a newfound vigor. With her, Adrien grew into a robust man, made his father proud, and inspired the people. 

It was only natural that when his father got too old, he withdrew from power and Adrien became king, choosing Vevila as his queen. Unfortunately, the queen died while Vivienne was still young. But from her mother, Vivienne received her skills, which she was learning to use and dominate to safeguard her land from various threats and to perhaps create a proper alliance with the Pendragons’ line, and its current leader—Arthur.

And lastly, Sébastien was none too bewildered to find out Vivienne’s pet was a demon dog, appeared out of nowhere. No one knew his story, only that he’d become the princess’ companion as a child. According to the legends, one day young Vivienne had gone out—and returned accompanied by the demon dog. He had never left her side since.

All in all, Sébastien was intrigued, but conducted himself as a proper guardian to the lady, knowing full well there could never be anything between them—despite the obvious attraction and deeper sentiments he felt. 

What also killed him, however, was Vivienne’s overt fondness for Lancelot, out of all the other knights. A player and carefree man, younger by a few years than Sébastien, he was interested in anything with a skirt. 

Sébastien had kept quiet on the matter, and from what he had detected, there was no intimacy there. But considering Lancelot was about Vivienne’s own age, Sébastien could see the appeal. Although half-afraid sooner or later he would have to act to secure her heart, in the meantime, he had no choice but to observe and serve. 

* * * 
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VIVIENNE SNUCK TO THE stables before one of the lessons with Merlin, smiling at Shadow as she let him out of the stall. “Let’s go for a ride, you and me.”

She had barely mounted when Sébastien strode out of a corner with his own mare, Illyria. “May I join you on your ride, my lady?”

“No, you may not.” Vivienne scowled. “I am in the mood for some alone time.”

“I apologize, but I cannot allow that.”

“Allow?” She leveled a smug look on him. “I can get rid of you with a wave of my hand.”

“So why don’t you?” Sébastien counteracted. 

Vivienne was left speechless. Clearly, the reason she couldn’t was because her magic was only used for good. The small victorious gleam in the new guardian’s eyes implied he knew it, yet she wasn’t prepared to give in.

With a small shrug, she kicked Shadow’s shins, and the horse jumped forward. Sébastien got out of the way in time, and she was gone.

Vivienne enjoyed her ride for a few moments, before sensing a  presence behind. She swirled around to find Sébastien following at a close pace on Illyria, evidently not having lost him. 

“Go away!” Vivienne yelled.

“Afraid I cannot do that, my lady.”

His tight smirk infuriated the princess even more than the fact she couldn’t escape him. Did the man never lose his cool?

Sensing fury boiling under the surface, Vivienne bent over her horse and clutched his mane. “Run like lightning, Shadow!” she commanded in his ear. 

Despite the lengthening in his stride, and the rapidity of the landscape passing by, she still couldn’t shake the stubborn guard. His mare was smaller than Shadow, yet somehow her stride matched him easily.

They raced across the plains at increasing speed, until they arrived by a stream. Vivienne ordered Shadow to a halt, mindful of his thirst. 

In the short moment Shadow came to a full stop, Sébastien was already there to help her dismount. He extended a hand out, and she ignored it, instead sliding down on her own. Vivienne learned the mistake too late, as when she turned, the knight was pinning her at the front, with Shadow at the back.  

She glared at him, incensed, but he was just as furious. His nostrils flared wildly, his eyes smoldered, and his jaw was taut with the force clenching it.

“Your disregard for your own safety is quite astounding, my lady,” Sébastien gritted out. “But you will not shake me, no matter how hard you endeavor to. I have played all these games before, and I am good at them. So we can continue this way, or you can accept the fact you cannot shake me.”

When he backed away, it left her taking in deep breaths to calm her racing pulse, his nearness having affected her more than she preferred to let on. Still furious, she stalked off to the stream, Shadow following close behind. 

As he drank his full, Vivienne thought back to her father’s tired expression, and the whole reason behind needing protection. With a muffled cry of annoyance, she headed back to Sébastien. Her horse continued to drink until he was finally satisfied, then he trailed behind his mistress. 

Sébastien was patting Illyria down, whispering soothing words, yet the tautness of his back muscles spoke of his mood.

“Very well,” Vivienne kept a level voice as she conceded. “You win.”

His back remained frozen for a few long moments, before he whirled around, features still stormy. 

Vivienne forced the rest of the words out. “I do not wish for my father to worry more than he already does, thus... You win.”

Sébastien inclined his head, graciously accepting her defeat. “Thank you, my lady.”

He offered her a hand to mount, as a sign of peace. Vivienne gripped it, and gasped at the shock running right through both of them. She glanced at Sébastien, noticing the same astonishment reflected in his gaze. 

For a moment, the briefest of instants, he stared at her as a man to a woman. But it was soon gone, as he helped her onto Shadow’s back, and went to mount Illyria.

* * *
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VIVIENNE WOKE UP WITH a gasp, her eyes flying open, and sat upright. It was raining outside, a big thunderstorm, and at first she thought it was the cause of her waking up. Alistair snoozed on the bed, a normally calming presence, but her pulse thumped wildly. 

The dream came back to her in a flash.

“Oh hell,” Vivienne clamped a hand over her mouth to keep from screaming. “I’m losing my sanity.”

Tears filled her eyes, the stress of it all becoming too much. She brought both her hands up to her face, muffling the sobs as much as possible. Within moments, the mattress shifted, and Alistair crawled closer, prodding a muzzle against her shoulder. 

“I’m losing my sanity, Al,” Vivienne repeated louder. “What my parents were afraid of
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