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        The first book in an epic Fantasy Romance-Adventure series: The Fifth Realm, where Kings reign for a thousand years and the Empyrean has guarded all Royal Houses since his victory in the War of the Realms twelve thousand years before.

        Hidden for Survival

        Stohrm Vellis was three when she was hidden in the Human Realm and thus has no knowledge of the realm in which she was born—the Royal House of Hoarfrost—one of five Houses within the Fifth Realm. At the age of nineteen, she is about to discover the origins of myths and legends.

        Secrets and Lies

        The King of Hoarfrost is planning to reign for another millennium until he learns that his granddaughter lives. He will do anything to keep her from claiming the crown that is rightfully hers as the Chosen, including starting a war.

        Hunt and Destroy

        Others seek not only her death, but also Gladius Exitium—the Sword of Destruction—which can only be wielded by the Princess. However, secrets are revealed within an ancient tome that could be lethal in the wrong hands.

        Friendship, jealousy, heartache, love & treachery explode from the pages of this fantasy adventure.
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        GOD

        Empyrean Argus Ulrik

      

        

      
        Royal House of Hoarfrost

        King Kailexn Vellis

        Empress Yroma Vellis

        Son: Ansel (Heir - deceased)

        Daughters: Beatrice (married to

        Damien Velds), Andrea, Lucinda, Karina

        Granddaughter: Stohrm Vellis

        Granddaughter: Skathi Vellis

        High Priest: Aaron

        Overlord: Eddison / Hurst

        Overlord: Fenry

        Royal City: Yonelon

      

        

      
        Royal House of Nightfall

        King Tenysi Marudas

        Empress Imogen Marudas

        Sons: Kylo (Heir), Hendrix

        Daughter: Seraphina

        High Priest: Enoch

        Overlord: Leon

        Overlord: Caius

        Royal City: Agora

      

        

      
        Royal House of Hellfire

        King Brayen Emberson

        Empress Orla Emberson

        Sons: Lorcán (Heir), Viggo, Archer

        Daughter: Adalyn

        High Priest: Zadok

        Overlord: Hanan

        Overlord: Yan

        Royal City: Python

      

        

      
        Royal House of Cerulean

        King Kairo Gayhardt

        Empress Wynn Gayhardt

        Sons: Brock (Heir), Ezra, Micah

        Daughters: Philomela, Marzanna, Stohrm

        High Priest: Eli

        Overlord: Kofi

        Overlord: Ozias

        Royal City: Iaw

      

        

      
        Royal House of Spirit

        King Mylz Uzoro

        Empress Indigo Uzoro

        Son: Gabriel (Heir)

        Daughter: Easton

        High Priest: Joazar

        Overlord: Xan

        Overlord: Scout

        Royal City: Auriaw

      

        

      
        Never has a Princess been The Chosen.
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            Chapter One

          

          ARGUS

        

      

    

    
      What have we become?

      Blood congeals around the prone body of Arlo, brother of mine. Arlo didn’t want to live with his failure, so I gave him that. He was fed nothing but lies for years. It was no wonder he fought on the wrong side of peace.

      Rage erupts in my veins as I turn my gaze away from the male I have loved since birth. Before me lies the barren wasteland of the Fifth Realm. The once flourishing kingdom disappeared as war ravished the plains. Deep crevices and sandy ravines now make up a land once teeming with life. Thin rock spires rise like shaky obelisks from the earth. A series of jagged ridge lines creates a barrier between the sky and the ground beneath my feet. And blood. Rivers of blood paint the scarred earth. The wind whistles across stone and through canyons. The cry of predators reverberates as they fly and circle over the dead.

      Light-headedness presses down on my temples, which I rapidly blink away.

      Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale.

      I never expected to see the powerful Gladius Solis—Sword of Sunlight. One of three powerful swords crafted by the sun god, Taiyō. The sun god had presented Gladius Solis to his wife, the sun goddess, Surya, on the day of their wedding.

      The fact that I hold it in my bloodstained hands means I have done what had been asked. I have led warriors in the name of peace. I have established a link between the Imperial House—of which I now rule—and Surya, the only remaining sun deity.

      My eyes follow the length of the gleaming blade in awe. I never expected to hold the sword. Gladius Solis chooses the wielder, and by some miracle, it chose me, Argus Ulrik. I, a male who had farmed the lands before the war.

      Solis flashes a brilliant white light that pulsates throughout the entire realm as my hands grip the hilt. Monsters and demons and creatures not spoken of begin to vanish. Sucked out of the realm they do not belong in, they’re returned to the one they escaped from.

      Thunder rumbles through the Fifth Realm as great and heavy invisible iron doors seal all realms closed. Warriors nervously glance around, confused and disorientated, for they have survived such a brutal war.

      It is over.

      Shock still rattles through me at being the one chosen to rule the Imperial House of Gods. I am to be the peacekeeper of the realm. A twinge of despair quickly replaces my shock. I will never return home to the wife I made promises to. I will never be the father to her children.

      At my feet, Arlo turns to ash, as do the dead on the battlefield.

      With unsteady hands, I sheath Gladius Solis and force myself to straighten to my full height.

      Warriors who have fought alongside me drop their weapons and dip to one knee. They’re mere dots beneath me. They show me respect I do not think I deserve.

      Pride swallowed and resentment pushed aside, I accept the path I have been chosen to follow.

      Warriors surround me with awe on their upturned faces. The Fifth Realm will be restored to its original splendor.

      All will be well once more.

      Peace.

      I regard the soldiers below me. “We have won this war." My words echo across the realm. "We are victorious. The bloody vow I make to you on this battlefield is that no armies will ever come together again in war.

      “The Fifth Realm will be rebuilt. From this point forward you will live in peace and harmony. If any King objects, they will feel my wrath.”

      I watch as my words reach every male, female, and child as I slowly wrap a hand around the thick hilt of Gladius Solis. I withdraw Solis from its scabbard and raise it into the air.

      Throwing back my head, my long dark hair catches in the wind. I yell in triumph.

      Below me, the weary battle-scarred warriors join in. The din of our victory rattles throughout the realm.
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        * * *

      

      There is not a single chair available at the large oval table in the central room deep inside the Imperial House. The Kings, who are blood descendants of gods, are accompanied by their chosen high priests and overlords. Twenty males in total who will keep the peace between the Royal Houses. At least that is how I envision the new Imperial Laws working.

      Only time will tell.

      They talk amongst themselves as I take in the opulence of the room. The high ceiling with gold crown molding. A large gold candle chandelier hangs above the table. The room is made more comfortable by textured wall accents and thick pile rugs. In the hearth, a large roaring fire blazes and crackles. My gaze is drawn to the flames. Their dance holds my attention.

      But not for long.

      A tired sigh escapes my lips as I return my attention to the males around the table and consider their most common objection thus far. It’s one of the most important rules I have insisted upon. That each King will reign for no more than one thousand years. Then the Chosen Heir will take the throne.

      I have agreed to a clause that sits heavily on my mind: If no child is sired or if the child dies, the King can remain on the throne for another term.

      It is a clause I know will irritate me in the future. I am no fool. The males seated at the table have all been chosen because of the blood coursing through their veins. They are powerful enough to oversee the reconstruction of each House. They have the ability to build up their armies in preparation for another war. This is something I do not intend to let happen. However, preparation would prevent a massacre like what we recently saw.

      Words have to be said. More of a promise laced with a threat. They will despise it. It does not matter to me whether they like it or not at this point. I have earned the title of Empyrean, the highest position in the realm.

      “I made a promise on the battlefield as I watched my brother turn to ash. I vowed there would not be another war. I am trusting you,” I say, looking at each King, high priest, and overlord in turn, “to uphold that promise. If any of you have an objection, I suggest you speak now.”

      Nervous energy slithers around the table as the males seated swallow hard and exchange glances.

      Not one word is spoken.

      "You will sign the God of War Proclamation." I snap my fingers, and Salem, my assistant, brings to the table a large parchment on which the terms of the agreement are written in iron ink. The ink will ensure the proclamation never fades.

      "I'll remind you that what you are signing cannot be undone. It will be passed on to your Chosen Heirs and subsequent generations. Is that clear?"

      There is a moment of silence and then rumbled voices of acceptance filter around the table.
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        * * *

      

      I sit on the north balcony for hours, watching the stormy seas below. The day's unpleasantness is over. But I’m not entirely convinced it’s done. Something tells me that everything is not right. It’s more of a feeling than anything else. It unsettles me.

      Footsteps are heard before Salem emerges from the fortress I now call home. The Imperial House of Gods is vast, taking up much of the island it sits atop.

      “Empyrean.” Salem bows. “You have a guest.”

      Salem is tense, which indicates that the visitor has not been invited, nor does he think the visitor is welcome.

      "Who exactly is it?"

      Salem swallows hard, making a noise that can be heard across the large balcony. "She said…um… She said she's your wife."

      I have been a coward. I told her who I am now in a letter. To be fair, I wanted her to know before news had spread. I’ve shoved the pain of her loss to the back of my mind. For the Empyrean cannot have a wife. It is a rule that I have no choice but to follow.

      “Show her to me, Salem.”

      “Empyrean.” He bows and disappears from sight.

      I stand and straighten my gold robe, bracing myself for a confrontation. I take another look at the raging cerulean waves and notice how they churn like my stomach.

      There is a shuffling of feet, and then she appears. My gaze roves hungrily over my lovely wife.

      Oh, how I long for her. Her facial bones are delicately carved, and she has a full mouth. Her thick dark hair is styled in long graceful curls that hang over her thin shoulders. She appears ethereal in the dim light.

      Her midnight-black eyes are flecked and ringed with gold. They return my pained stare.

      I catch my breath.

      It’s my fault. I’ve put the pain there.

      Her once curvy and regal body has drawn in on itself.

      Shocked, I stride to her and take her hands into mine. She looks like a puff of wind could blow her over.

      "Please take a seat." I guide her to the chair I’ve vacated. "Are you ill? Please tell me."

      "I am in mourning, Argus." Her words slip down my spine. "How am I supposed to go on living without you? I wanted to scream at you for the way you said goodbye. Make you tell me to my face."

      “I’m sorry,” I say, ashamed and heartbroken to hear her words.

      She continues, “Now that I am here, all I can think about is the life you promised me. The children we planned to have. My heart is breaking all over again.”

      I bow my head and admit, “I never lied to you. Not once. I want everything you do.” I wince as I speak in the present. It’s what I had wanted, and it’s what I still want. The thought of my sweet, lovely wife with another male hurts me deeply.

      It’s wrong.

      I quickly back away from her. “I cannot do this. It doesn’t matter what I want. It only matters what the gods have planned for me. I cannot go against them. And in truth, I have no wish to. They have given me the chance to do good in this realm.”

      She takes to her feet and drops the robe that has kept her partially hidden.

      “I am your wife, Argus. I will always be your wife. You nor the gods can change that.” She takes an angry step forward, her hands cradling the slight swell of her belly.
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          PRESENT TIME

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          LORCÁN

        

      

    

    
      The Human Realm is not somewhere visited often. By anyone. Sixteen years ago, my father, King Brayen Emberson of the Royal House of Hellfire, issued orders to find the missing Princess and return her to where she belonged.

      Princess Stohrm Vellis was tracked at the time by my captain, Vice Dyllane, of the King’s Fire Breathers. He kept his silence all these years about where the Princess was taken. I knew he would do anything to protect her cousin, Mattex Kentala, with whom Vice was once in love with. I kept my silence because I did not want to have anything to do with killing a child. Children should be protected, not hunted.

      All has been well until word reached Hellfire that King Tenysi of the Royal House of Nightfall along with Stohrm’s grandfather, King Kailexn Vellis of the Royal House of Hoarfrost, have sent males to locate the female. It does not take a genius to know what her fate would be once she is in Hoarfrost.

      I am curious, however, as to why my father has decided to join the hunt and retrieve the female. He says it’s to send her along to her mother.

      Wynn wants her daughter returned. More than likely because Stohrm is close to the age in which the change will take place. I suspect it’s because of Wynn that King Vellis discovered his grandchild lives.

      My head spins with thoughts of what is to come.

      Kailexn will stop at nothing to get his granddaughter back. All because his reign over the Royal House of Hoarfrost is coming to an end. Kailexn would rather raise an army of the dead before he allowed a female to take the throne. But other than the birth of Stohrm’s deceased father, the House of Hoarfrost has been doomed to only produce females.

      Nothing good will come of Stohrm’s return.

      Orders written on old parchment paper crinkle in my hand as I pass them to Vice, who does not look too happy. Past and present are about to collide for him.

      “The rumor is true,” Vice says. “You went before your father?”

      I nod.

      Vice asks, “Do you honestly believe he is doing this without any self-gain?”

      Thoughtful, I stare at Vice and reply, “I doubt he would have made the orders official if he intended on harming the female.” Perhaps I am reading too much into all of this, and what my father said about returning the female to her mother is the truth.

      “Maybe.” Vice frowns.

      “Do you trust anyone, Vice?” I raise a brow and stare.

      “I trust you,” Vice concedes. “Your father has sworn he has no ill will regarding the Princess. I must trust in that, regardless of my thoughts and your doubts.”

      I look out toward the citadel. A bad feeling sits heavily in my stomach. “Be careful, Vice. You are the only friend I have.”

      “You need to get out more.” Vice jokes and offers a quick smile. “I know where she is. We should not have any trouble.”

      “She has the sword or at least Rexx and Mattex do. She might have been trained to use it at its full potential. That could be dangerous.”

      “Not until the change takes place will she be able to wield the power of interitus. I do not think that has happened yet.” Vice continues, “If the Princess had gone through the change, Rexx and Mattex would have had no choice but to return to the realm.”

      “Hmm. Let us hope not. I don’t want her to be our enemy. Not because of what she will eventually be capable of, but because she will need friends.” I shove my hands into my pockets as I think over my next words. “I don’t want a war,” I say. “It’s a race against time to locate her first.”

      Vice scowls. “I know this. You are holding me up.”

      I roll my eyes. “Go!”

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      I snort and give him the finger.

      I watch as Vice prepares to depart armed with weapons. His gaze fixes on the citadel behind me. I turn and follow his stare.

      The highest towers disappear into the clouds. A sinking feeling fills my chest as I notice the regal figure peering down at us. It takes a lot for my hackles to rise, but they have risen. I stare until my mother, Empress Orla, disappears from view.

      Chills slither down my spine as I take one last glance up at the citadel.

      All is quiet.

      My internal warning signals trouble ahead.

      The clatter of hooves moves farther away as I head toward my chambers and wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          STOHRM

        

      

    

    
      Dusk has settled into night as I stare through the kitchen window. Moonlight casts a soft glow over the yellow fields as far as the eye can see. Often, my thoughts drift to what lies hidden beyond the horizon. There is nothing wrong with fantasizing, especially as I have nothing better to do.

      As a small child, I would dream about there being a hidden castle with a handsome prince who would come and rescue me, like in the fairy tales that Rexx would read to me before bed. As I’ve grown older, my dreams have changed. The handsome prince now rides in on a huge black stallion, jumps from the beast, and wraps me in the cradle of his arms. He then declares his love, insisting that he has searched a lifetime to find me. My heart pounds every time, and then the dream shatters around the edges, turning into a night terror. Gone is the handsome prince and in his place is a feral beast who has come to take me to his lair, where he promises to never let me go. I wake sweating and screaming.

      “It’s late, Stohrm.” Mattex nudges into my hip. “Stop woolgathering. I’ll help with the dishes.”

      With one last glance toward the horizon, I offer my cousin a whimsical smile as I pass him a dinner plate to dry.

      Mattex is bulky with a narrow waist and towers over me in height. His thick tawny-gold hair has fascinated me since childhood. And his cornflower-blue eyes have a way of looking deep into my soul.

      “Don’t you ever dream of what lies beyond this house?”

      Mattex gives me a dry look. “I know what lies beyond this house, and you are not missing anything. Trust me on that.”

      “You have a job. You meet folk.” Pulling the plug on the sink, I watch the water as it swirls down the drain.

      “It’s still a lonely place,” he says softly, and after a moment of hesitation, he wraps an arm around my shoulders. “I am sorry my father will not tell you why we are in hiding. Why it’s important to keep you safe. He has a lot of secrets, but you need to remember he has only ever done what he thought was best for you. He would never hurt you. I hope you know that.”

      Not wanting to argue with him, I wrap an arm around his waist and hug him close, turning my face into his chest. “Unease sits heavily in my belly.” I sigh. “Something bad is coming, and I am scared.”

      Mattex stills and gently brushes his fingers through my long blonde hair. “We won’t let anyone hurt you.” He kisses me on the brow. “I promise.”

      A throat clears rather loudly from the doorway that leads into the lounge. “Time to turn in.”

      Uncle Rexx has a rugged and somber expression. The only one I have ever seen. I smile into his deep-blue eyes as he holds his arms out. I move from Mattex straight to Rexx, and he kisses the top of my head.

      “Night, Rexx,” I whisper, and squeeze Mattex’s hand on my way past. “Pleasant dreams.” Mattex narrows his eyes, and I shoot him a teasing smirk.

      The night is cold with frost in the air as I step outside to head to my bedroom. I stop briefly and inhale the fresh scent, enjoying the coolness as it seeps into my bones. I love the weather and hate not being able to see it—or anything I suppose—once I’m in the root cellar. There are no windows in the ground.

      Exactly forty-two feet from the house is where I sleep. My feet drag over the pebbled yard as I move closer. To my right sits the black SUV that Rexx loves to drive. To the left is a large birdhouse Uncle Rexx built for my fifteenth birthday. Birdseed is scattered beneath the feeder. Lavender bushes along with basil, mint, oregano, and fenugreek grow in abundance around the yard. A lone sunflower stands tall and overlooks the roses. It is pretty and my tranquil space.

      The cheeseburger, fries, and milkshake that Rexx brought home for dinner sit heavily at the bottom of my stomach as the hatch door on the grassy hillock comes into focus.

      I have come to really hate sleeping in the hill. Rexx refuses to hear anything about me moving into the house. There is enough room being that there are four bedrooms. However, he will not budge. I feel as though he wants to, but something holds him back. “For your own safety,” is all he ever says. Those four words will be forever engraved on my mind.

      Resigned, I flip the flashlight on and tug open the door, wincing at the loud creak it makes. The hinges have rusted after years of use. From the entrance, I smell the moist soil. The odor grows stronger as I descend into the earth. Moving from outdoors into the freezing cellar, my skin chills. I stop at the secondary door. This one opens inward and scrapes along the concrete floor as I push against the solid wood. Once inside, I quickly close it. My ears listen for the sound that will come next. Quiet and seconds tick by, and then I hear it. Click. The root cellar is locked from the outside.

      Blood rushes through my ears and my heart pounds at being trapped in the earth. I fear something happening to Rexx and Mattex because they are the only ones who know of my existence. Without them, I would be imprisoned here with no means of escape.

      Everything I know about the outside world, I have been taught by Mattex and his schoolbooks, Rexx and his computer, and movies on the television. That is all I have been allowed. I know there is something wrong with my situation, but having not experienced anything else, I am nervous to find out. Especially when I know Rexx would be furious.

      I glance into the corner of the cellar where my single bed is tucked against the wall. It is covered in a purple quilt. I changed the bedding this morning, along with all the bedding in the house.

      The flashlight guides my way, not that I need it. I screech as a moth or some other flying pest bumps against my hand, the thing drawn to the light.

      I shudder and lie down on the quilt, burrowing my face in the fresh pillows. I deeply inhale the scent of wildflowers and fresh cotton. I love bedding day because the clean fragrance helps take some of the damp smell from the room.

      Rolling onto my back, I stare up at the boarded ceiling that Rexx had once covered in fluorescent stars and planet stickers. They’ve since peeled. Some withered and died, falling to the floor. I have spent sixteen years in this room, and at nineteen years old, I have begun to wonder what will happen with my life. I have no plans to spend it here, which means I have to talk—No! I have to beg Rexx to let me move into the house. Maybe I can find a job like Mattex. I do not see him letting me though. Rexx had only relented and agreed because we needed the money.

      A heaviness sits on my chest as I turn my head and focus on the exposed pipes on the opposite end of the room. They are covered with mesh to allow for drainage and airflow ventilation. That side of the room scares me. My attention shifts to the five shelves built into the adjacent wall, where in neat stacks are my favorite books and various gifts I have received from Rexx and Mattex.

      Over the years I have gotten used to the dark. In fact, I have recently noticed a change with my vision and can see quite well without light to guide me. I am not sure how or why my vision has suddenly changed. I attribute it to the way I live. Regardless of the why, I’ve kept this change to myself.

      Switching the flashlight off, I fling myself up from the bed and light the candles around the room. The soft glow makes the room less bleak, and their subtle scent of vanilla has a relaxing effect.

      Without warning, my body flushes with heat. I rip my sweatshirt off, not caring where it lands. Dread and panic fill me, making me nauseous because I know what is coming next.

      The fire of hell started about two weeks ago. I don’t know what else to call it; that name seems apt enough. At first, I thought I was going to burst into flames. Of course, nothing so dramatic happened. Instead, I was left drenched in sweat with flushed cheeks and aching limbs.

      I double over as pain slices through my belly then races up along my spine. I crawl onto my bed on all fours but drop flat when the pain builds in strength. My spine burns as though I am being lit afire from within. I bury my face into my pillow and groan as I writhe in agony. Fear pulses hotter and sharper throughout my body. Tears fall from my eyes. I gasp, trying to catch a breath. The torment will not ease. Unable to hold it in any longer, I open my mouth to scream only to find the pain gone.

      My limbs tremble as I force myself to roll onto my back, where I lie unmoving. I keep my breathing slow, even when a sliver of panic tries to work its way free.

      My skin burns, but my fingers feel cold as ice. My tears singe on my skin as they fall. My body is heavy and lethargic and will not move if I try, not that I wish to try. I fear it happening again, and it will. But I do not know when. It could be in a few minutes or tomorrow or next week. These episodes terrify me.

      Thirty minutes later, I have settled and notice my sweat-drenched clothing sticks to my body like a second skin. They will be the first to go as I slowly roll from the bed. A cold sensation works its way up my arms from the tips of my fingers and throughout my limbs. It clears away the lingering effects from the painful attack and leaves me feeling rejuvenated.

      I slowly remove the gross clothing and pull on fresh panties and a tank top before collapsing into bed.

      I know the pain has nothing to do with my female time. That is nothing compared to this. I will never forget the embarrassment when Rexx explained a female time to me, nor when he explained how a male and female join in need. I certainly do not want to experience those conversations again. Mattex had turned a brighter shade of red than me as he had been forced to listen too.

      The need to know what is happening to me will soon have me questioning the only two family members in my life. What if it is something serious? Life-threatening?

      Exhausted, I close my eyes and allow sleep to claim me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          STOHRM

        

      

    

    
      Last night I dreamt of a male flying beneath huge black wings. His features had not been in focus, but he had short and spiky hair. His shoulders were wide and strong, and he had thighs like tree trunks.

      The dream follows me as I dress and make my way inside the house. Sleep finally starts to dwindle once I down a full mug of coffee. The one staple I cannot do without.

      I turn and frown at Mattex when I find him staring at me in silence. His face fills with shock.

      “Why are you staring at me?” I raise a brow in question. “Mattex?” I scowl. “What is wrong with you?”

      Boots thunder on the stairs and then Rexx stumbles to a stop beside Mattex, his eyes just as wide as those of his son.

      “You’re freaking me out.” I whip my head from side to side and lift my fingers to rub at my face. “Do I have food on me?” I continue to rub, and they continue to stare. “Ugh! Will you both stop gawking at me and tell me what is wrong!” I stomp my foot in frustration.

      Rexx clears his throat and moves toward me after a slight hesitation, resignation plastered on his face. He reaches out and bunches my hair together into a fist. He holds the long strands in front of my face.

      I blink at the sight he shows me. My hair is purple, and not just any shade. It’s violet. When I went to bed my hair had been blonde as sunshine.

      “That isn’t possible,” I whisper, panicked and close to tears.

      Before I can think, I race upstairs to the washroom, slamming my hip into the sink in haste. My deep-blue eyes focus as I stare at the shiny violet strands. Holding my hair away from my face, I turn to the side and go still in shock. The scar I got when I fell from my bike is gone. It had been a tenth birthday present—both the bike and the scar.

      I turn this way and that, and the scar has most certainly disappeared. My skin even looks different. My nose looks the same—straight, short, and charming. My high exotic cheekbones glow with pale undertones on my delicate face.

      What is going on?

      “I hoped we had more time before I had to explain…things,” Rexx says. He leans against the doorjamb.

      My heart races as I watch Rexx through the mirror. “How is this possible?” My voice trembles, unable to hide the fear running through me. “It is not possible.”

      “Is that the only difference?”

      “Isn’t it enough?” I snap and close my eyes briefly to catch a breath. “The scar on my face has disappeared. My skin looks different, but I am not sure how.” I will keep the hot flushes from hell and the nighttime vision to myself for now until I know more. Maybe the hair change has something to do with them.

      “Why and how has my hair and face changed? Please start there.”

      Holding his hand out, Rexx wiggles his fingers for me to take. I hold off for a moment until I give in and grab his hand. His fingers wrap around mine and my world slowly comes back into focus. He has always made me feel safe, even when I rebelled against his rules.

      Rexx leads me downstairs and directs me to sit beside Mattex on the old blue sofa. My cousin immediately engulfs me in his arms as he pulls me in tight. His warmth is nice and familiar.

      “When you reach a certain age, your hair changes.” Rexx frowns and glances into my eyes. “I am not sure where the purple comes from.” For some reason, the color makes him uneasy. “Your father’s hair was snow white. Your mother’s hair is as blonde as you were.”

      “My hair is not purple; it is violet.” I glare at him, followed by a moan. “My hair color changed overnight. That is not normal, Rexx.” I grind my teeth together. “Explain that.”

      “You have every right to be annoyed, Stohrm.”

      “Yes, I do.” I huff like a petulant child and cross my arms.

      Rexx curses and glances at Mattex.

      Mattex holds still, his gaze fixed on his father. I glance between the two and frown.

      I shift my gaze to Rexx and wait for him to acknowledge me.

      “Father?” Mattex growls, sounding annoyed. “Tell her!” he says through clenched teeth.

      His words rumble in his chest.

      Rexx shoots angry eyes at Mattex.

      Enough is enough, and I jump to my feet. “If you won’t tell me the truth, then I am going to walk into town and find someone who will.” I would not, but I need to make them talk.

      “No!” Mattex is up next to me, his arm once again around my shoulders, keeping me with him. “You cannot go into town.” He turns to Rexx. “Father, Stohrm is nineteen. It is time she knew the truth. All of it.”

      “It’s not safe,” Rexx snaps. “But perhaps it is time.” He sighs. “You cannot protect yourself if you don’t know what is coming for us…for you.”

      What is coming for me?

      “At last.” Mattex tugs me down to the sofa, and we both stare up at Rexx and wait.

      My uncle groans. “Let me get something.” He disappears as I glance at Mattex. My cousin looks relaxed, making me feel like I shouldn’t worry, but I do. What have they hidden from me?

      Glancing around the room, my eyes fix on the swords on the rack on the wall. It’s then I feel Mattex’s eyes on me. He watches with a stillness I have not seen in him before. It unnerves me.

      I’m about to comment when his face drains of color and his eyes...his eyes have changed. They are no longer cornflower blue, but more of a sea green. How is that possible? I stare in surprise, but Mattex’s gaze is cold and detached.

      “Mattex?” I swallow hard as a knot forms in my stomach.

      The silence stretches, and I become aware of how hard my heart pounds. After a sharp glance around the room, I find nothing of interest. My hope had been that his concentration was on an item I haven’t seen. But no. His eyes track me as I rise and edge toward the door leading into the kitchen.

      Confused and fearing Mattex for the first time, I want to run and lock myself away in my bedroom in the ground. No one will be able to get to me there. Not even Mattex once I lock the inner door.

      “Do not run,” Mattex growls in warning. “I smell your fear.” He gulps. “Your scent. It hit me. It is different.” There is an edge to his voice. “Move slowly. As soon as you get outside, run to your bedroom.”

      “Shit!” I hiss through clenched teeth.

      I’m one foot away from disappearing into the kitchen when the front door slams open, making the house shudder.

      Rexx stands there with a wicked looking sword in each hand. Mattex snaps out of whatever is going on with him and yanks the three swords down from the wall. He tosses one to me.

      On reflex, I reach out and catch the hilt of the fancy but heavy sword, drawing it close to my body. It is the sword that belongs to me. The one I have trained with. Rexx had given it a weird name. Interitus. I had looked the word up. It means destruction in Latin. My uncle swore that the name would be explained when the time was right. That time has never arrived.

      Wiggling my fingers around the hilt, I briefly stroke the phoenix perched on the cross guard before I hiss, “Someone better explain what is going on?”

      “No time,” Rexx growls, launching himself into the room. “They have found us.” He charges toward me, grabs the back of my sweatshirt, and hauls me into the kitchen and out the back door.

      I dig my feet into the ground, but the gravel is too loose for me to get a proper grip. The tip of the sword drags, and I become totally annoyed at my uncle and cousin.

      I have had enough.

      Counting to three, I go on the defensive before Rexx knows what I’m planning. My booted foot kicks at his lower leg while I jab with my elbow and catch him in the side. Surprise flickers in his eyes as he stumbles and grunts. His hold loosens and I am free, wielding the sword in his face.

      Mattex stands still in shock.

      “Stohrm.” Rexx huffs, sorrow on his face. “It is too late to wish that I had told you everything, but you have to trust us to keep you safe.”

      “Who has found us?” I grind out.

      Rexx pauses. “I am not quite sure.”

      Mattex scowls at his father. “I do not understand.”

      “That makes two of us,” I mutter and lower the sword.

      “They are not the guards we have always expected. I do not know who sent them.” Rexx holds Mattex’s eyes and then turns to me. “It is your scent that they have followed. It has changed.”

      “I do not smell!”

      “We are wasting time.” Rexx walks forward. “Move it, Stohrm. We must get you back to your mother.”

      My mother?

      Startled when Mattex touches my arm, I jerk backward. “I thought she was dead. I thought both my parents were dead.”

      “I am⁠—”

      The SUV turns into a huge ball of flames before my uncle can finish speaking. I stand frozen and vaguely hear Rexx curse before he has me thrown over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

      “Mattex, run!” Rexx takes off running for the forest.

      He holds my legs tightly while I hang down his back like a limp noodle. Each jarring movement has me ready to vomit. We have trekked through this area so many times over the years that I could walk it in the dark and still find my way home. That is how I know there is nothing for miles.

      Trees creak and groan as they sway in the wind. The spongy crunch of layers of dead pine needles and twigs under Rexx’s booted feet is loud to my ears. The one thing I do not hear is the cawing of crows or the chirping of birds. They are silent as though they know something bad is about to happen, so they stayed away.

      The crack of a branch breaking in the distance catches my attention. I cannot make anyone out, only dark shadows that seem to move from tree to tree.

      “Go ahead and open the doorway,” Rexx shouts to Mattex.

      That gets a reaction from me as I wiggle and try to get free. “Stop! Put me down!” I pound on Rexx’s back. “You’re going too far. This is ridiculous. Put. Me. Down.”

      “We are nearly there.” My uncle’s hands tighten around me to the point of pain. “I will drop you if you do not stop.”

      “I do not care.” I hit him again and am delighted when he grunts.

      “You are surrounded,” a voice thunders through the trees.

      Rexx stumbles to a halt, and I find myself free. Mattex places a hand on my shoulder to keep me steady.

      “We mean you no harm, Rexx, Mattex, and Princess.” I sense a sneer in those words.

      Rexx glances at Mattex, his eyes wide before he offers a harsh laugh. “You expect me to believe that, Captain Vice Dyllane?”

      What?

      “You know him?” I accuse Rexx. “Answer me. You said you didn’t know who was after us!”

      The male steps out of the trees, and my eyes widen in shock, or is it fear? I would like to think the answer is shock, but I am not too sure considering the size of him. He wears weapons strapped to his chest and thighs. From the hilts I can see over his shoulders, there are two blades sheathed on his back. Other males appear, all dressed the same, all looking ready to kill us, but none as powerful as the captain looks.

      He strides toward us, and if Mattex wasn’t standing behind me, I would bolt. The captain is not someone to mess with.

      Mere feet away, he comes to a stop, standing tall and straight like a towering spruce. The outline of his shoulders strain against the black fabric of his shirt. His face is angular, his jaw square and hard. A leather strap fastens his onyx black hair at the nape of his neck.

      He looks at me as I look at him. His dark obsidian eyes hold me snarled in a trap. It is only when he breaks the gaze to look at Mattex that I feel like I can breathe again.

      The male sneers. “I think little Stohrm is waiting for an answer, although she is not as little as I expected.”

      His eyes meet mine before they move to the sword in my hands. He momentarily pauses, as though caught off guard.

      Rexx glances my way before he stands chest to chest with the captain. I strain my ears to hear what they are saying but fail.

      Mattex whispers, “Vice does not lie. We really are surrounded.”

      “Who are they?”

      His hand squeezes my shoulder as his arm comes around my middle. Holding me tightly in his arms, Mattex admits, “He is the captain of the Fire Breathers.”

      “You are not making any sense.”

      Captain Vice Dyllane misses nothing as he focuses on where Mattex holds me before the male stares at Mattex. The captain’s face hardens as he meets my gaze. “Do you want to know who you really are?”

      “Yes!” I blurt, not thinking about the consequences.

      “Then you will come with me.”

      “No!” Mattex growls. “She stays with us.”

      The captain narrows his eyes as he turns his gaze to Mattex. “You are attached to her.” He glares at the arm Mattex has around my middle. “You all come with us.”

      “I want to know the truth, but I am not going anywhere with you,” I say.

      The captain stalks closer. The power that coils within him as he walks makes me jittery. “You will do as you are told.” He sniffs the air, his glacial stare finding Mattex’s above my head, which is not difficult considering they both tower over me. “She smells,” the captain states.

      “What? I do not smell.” I tip my head back and catch myself from shrinking away from the look on the captain’s face. His lips twitch, making him look more approachable.

      “A fire burns. I sense it.” He sniffs loudly. “Heat, flowers, and delicious spice.” He looks me over. “Nice hair, Princess.”

      My gaze narrows. “Do. Not. Tell. Me. I smell. Again!”

      The captain makes a weird noise before he grins. “It is not my problem if you smell.”

      I gasp and then everything goes black.
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        * * *

      

      My heavy lids flutter but refuse to open. Heat fills the room, so I know I am not in the cellar. But where am I? The warmth feels different. Pleasant. A light floral scent wafts up my nose, making it twitch, and I hold off a sneeze.

      I finally peel my eyes open and find it is nighttime. Moonlight filters through the windows, casting the room in a soft pink glow.

      Mattex sits in a chair across the room. My head aches when I try to remember what happened. I recall being carried through the forest. A large male, maybe in his early twenties, impeded our escape. Both Rexx and Mattex knew him, but there was more to it. The male’s reaction to Mattex told me they had history. But what? And more importantly, who is he?

      No! The most important question is: Where have I been taken?

      Although there is not much light, with my increased vision I make out a room I do not recognize. It is a large space with a desk close to the door. A lamp sits on the edge. I make out an ornate closet. A long vanity is positioned between the two large windows. The bed is comfortable and feels huge. There are no lumps or creaking bed springs as I shift ever so slightly.

      I make no sound, but Mattex lifts his head from where his chin rested against his chest as he slept. “You’re awake?”

      “Am I dreaming?”

      He winces. “Unfortunately, no. This is not a dream.”

      “The forest?”

      “Also, not a dream.”

      “Oh.” I think about what he said, or rather what he has not said, while I stare up at the ceiling. I frown. The ceiling looks awfully…frilly.

      “It’s a canopy.”

      “A what?”

      Mattex snickers, moving closer. “Shove over, will you? That chair is too small.”

      I wiggle to make room for him. He points upward when he lies beside me. “The bed is a four-poster. You know, with a canopy.”

      “So it’s fancy, then?”

      “I suppose.”

      “You knew that male?”

      Mattex releases a loud sigh before answering, “Captain Vice Dyllane. I haven’t seen him in⁠—”

      “Sixteen years,” I finish for him. “You and Rexx have hidden me for that length of time. Rexx said we had been found. It makes sense.”

      Mattex slips his hand into mine and laces our fingers together. “We are not exactly home, but I think you are safe here.”

      “Are we safe here?”

      “You do not miss anything.”

      “Stop avoiding answering me.”

      “Yes. We are safe here.”

      “Where is here?” I turn my head and find Mattex’s gaze. “Please tell me.”

      He hesitates for a moment. “We are in Python, which is the crowned city in the Royal House of Hellfire.” He pauses. “You are no longer in the Human Realm, Stohrm. We are in the Fifth Realm.”

      What utter garbage! In disbelief, I burst out laughing. “That is a load of horseshit, Mattex.”

      His hand squeezes mine tightly, and I still. With a frown across my brow, I ask quietly, “You believe that?”

      “I have been told not to tell you anything, but it won’t hurt to tell you that. It is true. We are in a different realm. Everything is different here.”

      “I think I am asleep and this is a dream.” I turn away and glare up at the canopy. “I am not sure I want to wake up yet because this room is nice and warm. The floral smell is relaxing. The bed is huge. Do you think I will be able to dream into the morning? I would like to see the room once it is daylight.”

      “Now, you are the one not making sense,” Mattex grumbles. “Do not be mad at me in the morning when you wake and realize this is not a dream.”

      “Prove to me this is not a dream.” I challenge.

      Mattex sighs heavily and releases my hand as he climbs from the bed. “Come on. You need to look out of the window.”

      Curious, I scramble from under the silk covers, nearly falling on my face as my legs get tangled in the nightgown. I grab up the material and march over to the window Mattex stands at. He holds out a hand. However, filled with annoyance and confusion, I ignore him and step up close to the window.

      “This is the city of Python. The fuzzy red lights you see in the distance is the Social Quarter. I am sure you can work out what that is.” He gives me a pointed stare and my cheeks heat.

      Mattex clears his throat. “Over to the left, you can make out the mountains toward the back of the citadel. The Burning Forest is straight ahead.”

      “Burning Forest?” My eyes widen. “Are the trees really burning?” Orange and red flickers of light can be seen in the darkness.

      “They never stop, but the trees don’t burn to black ash. They stay strong and whole.”

      Incredulous! I turn to face Mattex and bring my hands to my hips. He steps back at the sour look I give him. “I asked you to show me I wasn’t dreaming. I have not seen anything to that effect.”

      Mattex blinks hard and chuckles. “You look cute in that nightgown.”

      “About this nightgown, how did I get into it?”

      “Do not look at me like that.” He backs away. “A maid helped you into it.”

      “Where is Vice? The male you have yet to explain to me.”

      “And I am not going to.”

      “He looked cross at you.” I point out.

      “That is one way of putting it,” Mattex mumbles. “He always looks like that.”

      “Mattex,” I moan, exasperated. My lips curve into a grin as I back him toward the chair I found him asleep in.

      “No, you do not. I am not susceptible to your charms anymore.” His legs hit the chair, dropping his butt to the cushion.

      “Am I really not dreaming?” Standing in front of him, I lean in and rest my hands on the armrests. “Tell me exactly how you know Captain Vice Dyllane?”

      “Vice is Hellfire. I am Cerulean,” he reluctantly admits. “Orla, married to the King of Hellfire, is the sister of the King of Cerulean. Both Houses are on friendly terms and always have been. That is how I know Vice.”

      “Hmm! I am now more confused than I was before.”

      “Go back to sleep.”

      I place a hand on my forehead, wondering what I have woken up into.

      The large, comfortable bed calls to me, so I take Mattex’s advice and climb under the thick quilt. The long and thick nightgown I have been put into is cumbersome. It easily tangles around my legs.

      I roll onto my side and find my cousin slumped in the chair, his eyes already on me.

      “Rexx mentioned my mother,” I whisper. “Is she really alive?”

      “I have told you enough for tonight.” Mattex sounds as tired as I feel.

      “You must answer that question, Mattex. Please. It is important to me. More than any other.”

      “Yes. Your mother is alive and well as far as I am aware.”

      Tears cloud my vision as they slowly trickle from my eyes and into my hair. My mother is alive. I’m not sure how I am supposed to feel. Happy? Angry? Betrayed? Why did Rexx let me believe my mother was dead? Why has my mother? That last thought hurts the most.

      There is no recollection in my thoughts of either Rexx or Mattex ever telling me she was dead, though. They just always deflected my questions. Rexx would usually say, “It is to keep you safe.” But what about…

      “And my father?”

      “He was killed when you were three. Go to sleep, Stohrm.”

      With a loud sigh, I wipe at my face and finally find a comfortable position. I do not understand why I cry over parents I do not remember. Not one thing sticks in my memory about them. All my memories are of Rexx and Mattex.

      As I struggle to drift off to sleep, I remember hearing the captain say my uncle’s and cousin’s names in a way that sounded very familiar. I roll over and bury my face in the pillow, hoping that by morning whatever Mattex drank will have worn off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          SERAPHINA

        

      

    

    
      I duck as a knife flies over my head and impales the wooden post. I swipe my right leg out and take one of the asshole males down with me. The two males believe a female’s place is in the kitchen, cooking meals or servicing their husbands. The male on the floor clenches his fist, and I know exactly where he intends on planting it. No way will I allow that. I slip my hand into my boot and pull out a blade six inches long.

      The male grins.

      I dive, roll to my right, and jump back to my feet with the blade twirling between my fingers. Both males now stand in front of me. I’m sure they’re wondering about the wisdom of picking a fight with me. Well, technically they didn’t pick a fight. They couldn’t keep their dirty mouths shut. So, me being me, threw the first punch.

      The males narrow their eyes, then in the next moment, their eyes widen with a look of horror and they fall to their knees. Confusion clouds my mind until I hear movement behind me. His angry scent swarms around me and I realize I am in so much trouble.

      I swallow hard and turn. “Father.”

      His eyes do not leave mine as he steps into my space a mere breath away. “You started this fight.”

      “I—”

      “Do not lie. I witnessed it myself.” His anger boils under the surface. To my surprise, he cups the back of my head and presses a kiss onto my forehead.

      Putting me to the side, he moves forward and indicates with a hand for the two males to move closer. “I heard everything you said to my daughter.” With a click of his fingers, guards take hold of the males. “You tried to kill her.” He turns to look at me then back to the males. “Take them to Lákkos.”

      The noise level rises as the males beg to be released and try to fight, to no avail. The guards have them secured and dragged from the building.

      Father moves toward me. “Follow me,” he spits out as he continues past.

      Oh gods! Why did I think this was a good idea?

      In a dark and dingy room in the back of the tavern, my father turns to look at me. A smile adorns his face, for a brief moment at least.

      “Seraphina, what in the gods are you doing in this place?”

      “The truth?”

      “Yes,” he snaps. “Now!”

      “I thought it would be much more fun than having to sit through Mother and her friends gossiping over tea and cake.”

      His lips twitch, but a smile does not appear. “You have a bruise forming.” He grabs my jaw and tips my face to the side. “You are not to leave the citadel until further notice. The only exception will be the temple.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      He sighs heavily and brings our faces close. “No matter what you believe, remember that I love you, Daughter.” He places a kiss on my forehead and lingers a moment before moving away. “You will return to the citadel with me. Now.”

      I sit in front of my father on his black beast of a horse and wonder what is going on. I do not remember there ever being a moment where he told me he loved me. Not once. His words scare me the more I think about them.

      Guards surround us as the clomp of horses’ hooves breaks the silence along the cobbled street. I turn to look at my King and let my eyes rove over his face. “I love you too, Father.”

      Surprised, his eyes flicker to mine then away.

      He nods.
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        * * *

      

      The citadel was built centuries ago atop the highest point in the city of Agora. Lights of reds, greens, oranges, and blues cast a colorful hue over the Evening Quarter, where many of the Dark Ayr Guards can be found after their shift has ended. It is not only a spot to drink and meet someone to warm their lap. No, it is packed with food and fun. A place I’m not allowed to go because I am the only daughter of the King of Nightfall. That doesn’t stop me from sneaking there though, like I did earlier in the evening.

      My eyes stay glued on the city below as I lounge on pillows along the window seat in my bedroom. My father had eventually relented and gave me these suite of rooms in the south tower. The space consists of an elegant sitting room in greens and golds and my bedroom and washroom. I wanted them for the views of the outside. I don’t need much but I do long for freedom.

      From the time I was a young female, I dreamed of becoming a guard. My oldest brother, Hendrix, had wanted that too. He is now the general. My other brother, Kylo, came out of the change as the Chosen Heir, much to his disappointment. If anything, Kylo should be a scholar and Hendrix should have been chosen. I wince because I know Hendrix would have fought long and hard to not accept that honor. He only ever wanted to fight. He is good at it too. We all grew up with Zellen, best friend to Hendrix and also captain of the guards. He is like another brother.

      I hate being confined to the grounds of the citadel. Mother expects me to busy myself with needlepoint, reading, and tea with her friends. It’s nothing but a bore. I’m terribly hopeless at needlepoint. Reading can be enjoyable, at least when Zellen sneaks me books from the bookstore in Agora. They are far more entertaining than the books in the library in either the citadel or the temple. They certainly put color on my cheeks either way.

      My father is not aware that I know he has officially ordered Hendrix and Zellen to act in their capacity of Dark Ayr Guards to capture Princess Stohrm Vellis, who is rumored to have reentered the Fifth Realm.

      The Princess is my age—nineteen—and I can’t find it in me to be hateful toward someone I do not know. My father wants her brought to Nightfall. For what reason though? I know he wants the King of Hoarfrost to fall. The way he is obsessed with getting to the female makes me wonder what he really has planned.

      Stohrm hasn’t gone through the change yet, just like I haven’t. It isn’t something I look forward to like a lot of the males do. It scares me. Being in so much pain so that I become immortal. It’s not like I am given a choice either. No one is. Not one sole gets away without experiencing the change. I guess the promise of immortality is exciting. I’m not sure it’s worth spending my days locked away though.

      Not too long ago I thought about cutting off all my long dark curly hair and joining the guard training center. Hendrix would have been mad as hell. My father would have probably told Hendrix to keep me there because he’d want to watch me fail. But maybe not. He acted strangely earlier when he found me fighting in the tavern.

      Mother would have been appalled and would have nagged Father to death until he pulled me out of camp. Zellen, however, would have found it hilarious, even though he would’ve worried about me. As for Kylo, he would have been sick with worry. He feels more than us all put together, I think. In the end I didn’t go through with it. I realized the one thing I didn’t think about was not easy to hide. My breasts. Cumbersome things. Zellen once told me I’d appreciate them one day. That day has yet to come.

      With thoughts about my chesty mounds and the vile words that started the earlier fight, I think about the two males who were taken to Lákkos. They will fight each other. One will die. One will live. Unless of course my father decides to put them both down for verbally attacking and hitting me. I rub a hand over my tired eyes. I hate the violence that will be caused because I chose not to ignore the disgusting words that came out of their mouths. Nor was I going to ignore the punch to my face.

      Lákkos is a place of hatred for me. Each House has one. Each House uses them for entertainment. Fights to the death, beheadings, and of all things, plays. It’s difficult for me to understand how summer plays can take place on top of where so much blood has been spilled. I have never agreed with that. With any of it, really.

      I roll over. Thunk.

      “Ouch,” I groan from my position on the floor. I forgot I was lounging on the window seat. Instead of moving, I stay sprawled on the floor and stare up at the ceiling.

      It is going to be a very long month.
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          STOHRM

        

      

    

    
      “Oh good! You are awake. I have been desperate to talk to you,” a female gushes before I even open my eyes. She is the most cheerful person I have ever heard.

      “I am Adalyn. My father is the King. But you won’t hold that against me, now, will you? I have three brothers, so I am really excited to have another female in the citadel. What should I call you? Princess Vellis? Or Stohrm? Seems as though I want you to call me by my name. So no titles, then.”

      My head spins worse than it did throughout the night with so much chatter. At some point during the night, I decided to accept my surroundings as an adventure. One that I have dreamed of for a while now. Though, I hadn’t dreamed of it taking place in another realm.

      “My brother, Lorcán, is the Chosen Heir and is not someone to cross.”

      I open my eyes then, and smile as the most beautiful female appears in my vision with a smile so wide. The female puts me at ease, and my belly fills with amusement at her constant chatter.

      “Viggo is a big flirt and has bedded every single female in Python. At least I think he has, maybe a male or two as well.”

      “Oh.”

      Adalyn tugs the covers from my body. “You need to get out of bed and have breakfast with me in the garden. You look pale, so fresh air will
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