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   Author's Note


This is a closed door queer normative portal fantasy romance. 
I believe in representation, and I will always include queer people in my stories because we exist and deserve to see ourselves in the novels we read.
If you’d like content warnings, please head to my website ( https://ajnorabooks.com/content-warnings-for-kingdoms-of-kaelums/to get the list.)
Thank you for supporting an indie author. I hope you enjoy! <3
If you’d like to join my newsletter list, you can do so at https://preview.mailerlite.io/forms/1224485/181021394050483858/shareto stay up to date on upcoming books and other exciting news!






  
  The Story So Far 


Four years ago, Lana’s mother disappeared. When a strange mage appears offering to help her find her mother, Lana and her best friend follow him through a portal to the faerie realm for answers. But Lana’s life gets more complicated as family secrets are revealed. She has a sister, Anastasia, that her mother never told her about! When Lana tries to wake her sister from a magic-induced coma, her soul is sucked into Anastasia’s body. 
In the night, Lana meets another strange fae — Vas, who needs help finding his way home (to the palace because he’s a prince!). Deep in the ruins of Haven, they all watch a strange meeting of Hollows through a magic mirror. It turns out the Hollows, once thought to be mindless beasts, have a leader! And it’s none other than Athan, the king’s advisor and Vas’s magic mentor, but the group’s focus isn’t this revelation, it’s finding Elaine, so they search Elaine’s favorite garden, where they find Alix and three knights in her company.  
Together, Lana, Alix, and the three knights, go to the Hollow den to rescue Vas, who has been kidnapped by the Hollows. In the den, they learn that Meredith, Alix’s fated mate from childhood, is the current Hollow Queen, but Athan overthrows her. During the chaos, Athan reveals that Liam is a changeling — the human half created when Vas fell into the Wellspring. Liam and Vas share Vas’s soul.  
Meredith, now part of Lana’s party, reveals Athan’s plans to take over Silvis by turning all the fae into Hollows, but they still haven’t found Elaine. They all agree to split up to achieve their goals: Luze and Shiloh will use the tracker to search for Elaine, Lana, Alix, Meredith, and Vas will head to the Capital to warn the palace of Athan’s plans and prepare the army against them, Liam, who is only awake when Vas is asleep, Remi, Koen, and Jeremiah will head to Khent to visit Remi’s family and spread the word of Athan’s plans. 
During the journeys, Jeremiah becomes a Hollow after Koen puzzles out the block on a wellspring fountain, thinking it would provide the group with fresh water. 
Lana’s group fights several groups of Hollows and finds the ruins of a village that has been turned into Hollows. When they finally reach the outskirts of the Capital, they find the beginnings of Athan’s army of Hollows, where they are forced to fight them, but they are no match for Athan’s force. The group nearly dies, only surviving when the Capital guard shows up and Athan retreats with the Hollows. 
Shiloh and Luze find the mythic Dragon’s library, where they find evidence of Elaine’s research there. The pair uncover secrets from Silvis’s past, like the truth behind King Dae’s rule. Trapped in the caves of the Dragon’s library, they search for a way out, but Shiloh succumbs to the strange voice in his head and becomes a dragon. 
Athan has been watching his little brother and Shiloh. He has plans for the dragon.  






  
  Chapter 1


Lana

Lana limped behind Alix and Meredith, who were meandering down the worn cobble path toward the gates of the Capital. A full day had passed since the fight with the Hollows that left them all battered and bruised, but Meredith insisted they continue on to the palace. So, in the hours before dusk, the party made their way to the palace. 
Vas’s eyes were glued to Lana. His hands hovered toward her, ready to offer assistance. She knew she was being stubborn, forcing herself to walk, despite Vas’s constant offers to carry her. The throbbing in her ankle hadn’t lessened at all, but she didn’t want to be a burden.  
The uneven ground caught her toe, and Lana lurched forward, careening toward the hard stone. Vas leapt into action, catching her against his muscular chest. 
“Lana, please,” he murmured, as she tried to steady herself, but the pain kept her teetering on one foot. 
She pulled her lower lip between her teeth, nervously scraping at her chapped skin. After another long moment, Lana knew she couldn’t keep going on her injured ankle, so she nodded. 
“Would you rather ride instead? That might be–” he shrugged. “Easier?” 
“Ride?” There were no horses around. What could he possibly mean? 
“I’ll shift and you can ride on my back. You’d be doing me a favor. It might not be a good idea for a lost prince to suddenly appear in the city.”  Vas stepped away, but kept her forearms balanced on his own, keeping her steady. 
Lana nodded again, not trusting her voice. The thought of being carried by him made her stomach twist into warm knots that she still didn’t quite understand. If she spoke, she feared her words might tremble like her heart was. She squeezed his forearm as he slowly let her go. These feelings couldn’t be hers. The thread she saw during the battle wasn’t hers either.  This was all Anastasia. It had to be. Lana didn’t have feelings like this. She ignored the small voice in the back of her mind that reminded her of all the times she’d wondered what it would be like to curl up in Liam’s arms, to rest her head against his chest. But Vas wasn’t Liam. Even if they shared the same soul, they were different — weren’t they? 
The thread that stretched between her and Vas haunted her thoughts. She didn’t want to be tied to someone like Alix and Meredith, stuck orbiting the other person even if it hurt. But the image of the glowing light strung between the two of them stood out in her mind. She shoved the thought away. That thread was Anastasia’s problem, not hers. 
In a rush of magic, Vas’s body twisted. Silky black fur exploded from his skin. His muscles lengthened and moved. Heavy paws landed on the ground. Vas, the panther, now stood before her — larger than before, but just as beautiful. His bright green eyes stood out against his sleek fur. The cat stood nearly as tall as a pony, more like a large wolf than a big cat. Vas dropped to the ground at Lana’s feet, flattening his body against the stone as much as he could.  
She draped her body over his back and turned, throwing the leg with the hurt ankle over his body until she was straddled on the back of the panther. She closed her eyes, digging her fingers into the fur above his shoulders, waiting for him to stand. He waited for a long moment before finally rising in a slow, graceful movement.  
Alix and Meredith were already ahead of them by quite a way, but Vas caught up just as the pair reached the gates to the outer wall of the Capital. His smooth strides left Lana feeling more confident, so she pushed herself up and opened her eyes. 
The outer wall was made of craggy stone that stretched off into the distance, circling the city. A few guards gathered around the metal gates. 
“Halt!” a voice called out. A soldier with streaks of gray through his black hair held a spear in front of him as he looked on with wariness. Lana became suddenly aware of the fact that not only was she riding on the back of a rather large panther, but their entire party was covered with dirt and dried blood from the Hollows. She couldn’t imagine what the soldier might think of them. 
His lips parted and his eyes widened as they landed on Alix. “General Bludeg?” He said in a hushed tone. “I heard the rumor. I didn’t believe it was really you.” 
“Jax,” she said in a curt greeting. Her voice was hoarse. “We’ll require lodging.” 
He shifted, chewing on his bottom lip as if he desperately wanted to say more, but instead, he straightened, lifting his chin as he replied, "Of course, General,” Jax said, but his gaze wavered on Meredith. “Right this way.” He gestured for them to cross into the city, giving Vas a wide berth. He led them a few paces before he whispered to a nearby guard, who took his place at the gate. 
“General, if I may ask a question,” Jax said. 
“Now is not the best time for questions, soldier,” Alix said gruffly. “Walk on. Quickly.” 
“Yes, General,” he said, glancing back towards Meredith, whose dark eyes were still rimmed with dimly glowing red. Her shadows were contained, but she was still eerie, intimidating, and very obviously Hollow. Jax must trust Alix quite a bit, Lana thought, which surprised her. 
Alix was a general, of course, but she worked with the Silvid armies loaned to Haven during the initial outbreak of Hollows. To be so revered here, Lana realized there was a lot that even Anastasia didn’t know.  
The smell of food wafted through the city, mingling with the smell of the dirt being kicked up as they walked. Bread. Lana’s stomach grumbled, twisting in hunger pains. They hadn’t even had breakfast before leaving the guard’s house who had saved them from bleeding out on the battlefield. Meredith had insisted they get to the palace, and Alix had agreed they shouldn’t waste any more time. Lana’s throat stung with thirst. She hoped wherever Jax was taking them would include food and water. 
The quiet homes and buildings became more elaborate as they neared the palace, taller and decorated with wrought iron and carved stone. The wide roads went from packed dirt to smooth cobblestone and were completely deserted. It was still early for dusk. The sun hadn’t completely set, but everyone in the city was locked tight in their homes. 
They continued deeper into the city. When trees appeared and buildings diminished, Lana knew they were getting close to the palace. The only trees she had seen when they were still on the hill above the city had been just beyond the palace walls. The road smoothed out, and the stones were dyed and placed in a swirling pattern. Excessive. Ornate. Beautiful. Lana gaped at her surroundings. Even the trees seemed to be perfectly placed and manicured. 
Jax didn’t stop until they came to the gates around the palace, where another guard looked at Alix with wide eyes before straightening and addressing her by her title — “General Bludeg.” 
“What are you doing at the gate, captain?” she asked. 
“Too many injuries in the guard. The Hollows have decimated our numbers year after year. The palace master will be glad to have you back.” Alix scrubbed a hand across her jaw.  “I’ll escort them to the palace master,” Jax said to the captain. 
The captain signaled, and the heavy, wrought-iron gates, which creaked open, scratching across the stones on the ground. The delicately swirling iron seemed far more decorative than secure. 
The gates opened on another indulgent scene — a garden stretched before them with a maze of flowers and bush sculptures. Lanterns hung from tall poles, bathing the plants in a lush golden glow. The palace, tall and boxy in pale stone with at least three levels of windows, sat at the far end of the garden, looming over it. Jax led them through the garden toward the front entrance of the palace. 
“Welcome home,” the captain called after them. Alix lifted her hand in acknowledgement, but didn’t speak. She continued on with a furrowed brow, walking beside Jax. Meredith trailed a few steps behind, while Lana and Vas lagged at the back. Vas’s footsteps were slow, almost reluctant, and his head drooped towards the grassy ground. Lana ran her fingers through the fur between his shoulder blades, hoping to be some comfort to him. Anastasia had only been here once, but this had been his home, his childhood. Her heart ached for him, but what could she do? 
“Who is acting as the palace master?” Alix asked.  
Jax gestured to the two guards posted at the entrance, and they pulled the wooden doors open. It was almost exactly as Lana had seen in Anastasia’s memories. The ballroom was visible just beyond the foyer.  
Jax led them inside and murmured to a servant dusting a table at one side of the room before finally responding to Alix. “The lady of house Kaesy, of course. She was one of few who didn’t turn their backs on the Capital after the unfortunate incident with the queen.” 
Just ahead of Lana, Meredith visibly stiffened.  
Kaesy. It felt familiar. Lana rolled the name around in her head, but didn’t have to think long before a woman descended the stairs. Her long dark hair with its silver streaks fell in a braid down her back. Lady Maia — Meredith’s mother. 
Lady Maia halted halfway down the stairs, her eyes caught on Meredith. Her fingers wrapped around the railing until her knuckles were white from the effort. The candlelight reflected on the glistening tears gathering around the edges of her eyes. With one hand pressed against her lips, she took two faltering steps down the stairs. “Merry?” Lady Maia asked, breaking the tense silence in the room. 
“Hello, Mother,” Meredith said, keeping her chin high as she dipped into a curtsey and fanned an imaginary skirt. 
Lady Maia dragged her hand from her lips until it rested in a fist at the base of her throat.  “I see we have much to discuss.” She straightened, returning to the regal stoicism from Anastasia’s memories. 
Alix nodded. “Though, first I would request dinner and lodgings. We’ve traveled a long way from the desert, facing hardships and injuries along the way.” 
“Yes, of course.” Lady Maia eyed Vas, still in panther form. “Does your cat require anything particular? Or should I be expecting a Brynian to appear out of all that fur?” 
“The latter,” Alix said. “My ally was injured in our fight and had to be carried.”  
Lana grimaced at the explanation, feeling a wave of shame rush through her. She stretched her ankle again, hoping it might feel a bit better, but even that small movement was too much, so she just hunched forward, holding onto Vas’s fur.  
Lady Maia wrapped her arms around herself, grasping her elbows. Her gaze still bored into Vas. “Huntsly, prepare rooms and refreshment for our guests. I’ll see you all in the morning,” she said. She glanced at Meredith again, lips pursed into a frown, but without another word Lady Maia turned in a swirl of skirts and climbed the stairs, disappearing down one of the many hallways.  
Jax dipped a quick bow to Alix before taking his leave, as Huntsly, a servant who appeared suddenly at Lady Maia’s summons, led them through the palace. Alix got a room first and insisted Meredith’s room was directly beside hers. Huntsly didn’t ask questions, merely obliged.  
He gave Lana a room down the hall, but when Lana climbed down from Vas’s back, he tilted, keeping her in place for the moment. A growl rumbling in his throat. Despite Huntsly’s requests for Vas to follow him to another room, Vas refused to leave Lana’s side.  
“It’s alright,” Lana said, to which Huntsly shrugged and left the room with a bow. 
For the first time since the peace of the morning, Lana was alone with Vas. Suddenly, sitting on his back felt awkward and she struggled to climb down again. This time Vas lumbered to the bed in the center of the room and crouched, letting her roll onto the mattress. 
Lana grimaced as her bloody and sweaty body hit the silk sheets. Before she even had a moment to contemplate what to do next, maids rushed in with platters and set them on a low table that sat between the bed and the couch that lined the wall by the door.  
The smell of warm meat and bread wafted through the air, and Lana’s stomach grumbled again. She twisted to a sitting position, ready to stand and limp to the table, but once again Vas kept her from it.  
His green eyes stared into hers as he used his big paw to push the table towards her until she could easily lean down and reach the platters. She scarfed down bread and cheese, drinking heavily from the pitcher of cold water that had been brought — not even bothering with a cup. She was exhausted and starving. 
She held out a chunk of bread to Vas, who sniffed it and wrinkled his nose before gingerly taking it in his feline fangs and swallowing it down. 
“Are you ever going to shift?” Lana asked, but Vas just huffed and curled up on the floor by her feet. Lana frowned down at him. What was she supposed to do? She couldn’t imagine what he must be feeling — finally home, but his parents were both gone.  
Lana grabbed a bowl, dumping out the shreds of meat that it housed and filled it with water. She leaned down and placed it on the floor in front of Vas. Then did the same with a plate of meat and cheese. “If you’re going to be a cat for now, might as well treat you like my cat,” she said and ruffled the fur between his ears.  
Vas lapped hesitantly at the water before dropping his head back onto his paws.  
“Whatever you’re feeling,” Lana whispered. “You’re not alone.” 
He lifted his head. His green eyes caught hers. “You’re not alone,” she said again, catching his chin in her palm. “Wherever you are, so am I.” She repeated the promise they’d made to each other just before leaving Haven. 
Vas closed his eyes, letting Lana take the full weight of his head in her hand. She pulled his face delicately into her lap, resting the giant panther's head against her thigh as she brushed her fingers through his fur. She memorized the feel of his warmth against her, the softness beneath her fingertips. In the morning, she hoped he would be himself again, but for now she would take this moment, sharing his pain in this empty homecoming.  






  
  Chapter 2


Luze 
Luze, as a crow, circled through the desert, searching for Shiloh, who was still stuck as a dragon. A creature as large as a dragon shouldn’t be difficult to find, but Luze had been flying for hours in search of the dragon with no luck. His hold on the magic flickered, threatening to break. He turned back toward the opening in the desert that led down to the dragon’s lair. Powerful magic obscured the entrance, but now that he’d been inside the dragon’s library, the opening was plain to see. For a moment, he focused on the thin thread-like mate bond that stretched between him and Shiloh, trying to locate Shiloh. The thread wavered, jerking upward and spiraling around Luze. 
A flash of burgundy scales dropped from the clouds high above him and plummeted toward the lair. Luze cawed, gasping for breath, surprised by the sudden appearance of the dragon from the clouds far above, higher than he could fly. 
The dragon dropped back into the hidden lair with something clutched between its massive jaws. Luze followed him down, barely able to put his feet on the ground before his magic failed. Purple fog rolled over his body, transforming him from bird to fae once again. He sprawled on the sand at the dragon’s feet, catching his breath. 
“Shiloh.” 
A growl rumbled in the bottom of the dragon’s throat as he dropped the limp body of a deer. The beast thumped to the ground, clearly dead. With them both able to fly out of the Dragon’s Library, at least food and water wouldn’t be much of an issue. The real problem Luze was now facing was the dragon itself. He couldn’t exactly worry about finding Elaine when his mate was trapped to the whims of a hungry dragon. 
The dragon nudged the deer toward Luze, making another rumbling noise. 
Luze sat up in the sand and stared at the burgundy scales that shimmered in the heat of the desert sun. What could he possibly do? Should he fly to the Capital to notify the others? The distance between Haven and the Capital flashed through his mind. There was no way he would make it in one flight. He’d exhaust his magic and need a day of rest before he could pull enough magic from the earth to fuel another shift. He didn’t want to think what might happen to Shiloh in four days, alone in the desert. Anything could happen in the time it would take for Luze to make it to the Capital and back. 
Once again, the dragon pushed the animal corpse toward him. Blood leaked onto the sand, red blooming around the creature’s neck. 
“What do you want me to do? Cook it for you?” 
The dragon rolled his eyes and huffed, smoke curling into the air from his nostrils. Luze choked on a laugh, believing he was mistaken about the dragon’s gesture. Instead, the dragon yanked the deer into the air with his teeth and unleashed a burst of flame that engulfed the deer until it thudded back onto the ground. Luze scrambled away, pressing himself into the shadows of the lair, where the stone was cool against his back. 
“Right. Silly of me to ask. You’re a dragon after all.” He blinked at the charred meat. “Is this for me?” 
The dragon bared his teeth, dipping his head in a nod, before nudging the meat closer. “I suppose you are still technically Shiloh, aren’t you?” 
The dragon snapped his teeth, rumbling out an annoyed growl. 
“Or not?” Luze poked at the deer meat. It was completely cooked, but he wasn’t sure if he really wanted to rip into an un-butchered animal. Something about it made him squeamish. The dragon didn’t seem to enjoy being called Shiloh. This was now the second time Luze had been growled at when using Shiloh’s name. The realization hit him like a brick. Of course. He’d only now remembered. The dragon had a name of his own. 
“Blaidd,” Luze said, raising a brow toward the dragon. 
The dragon’s wings fluttered, and he made a rumbling chirp that Luze hadn’t heard before. It seemed to be a happy noise, so Luze decided — at least for now — he would call the dragon by his name. 






  
  Chapter 3


Meredith
Meredith tossed and turned all night, struggling with the swinging pendulum of her emotions — anger to relief to sorrow, back and forth all night. Her mother had barely spoken to her, barely acknowledged her. But what had Meredith even expected? That her mother would rush down the stairs and throw herself into a welcoming embrace? Unlikely. Even before Meredith had turned, her mother was less than affectionate.  
Twenty-six years was a long time. Did her mother think she’d been dead? Did she even care? Now that she was Hollow, did her mother think she was as good as dead? Did her mother still consider her a daughter? Or was a Hollow not worthy of the Kaesy name?  
When the early morning rays finally filtered through the crack in her curtains, Meredith was wide awake. Her few scattered dreams had been unpleasant memories — the last time she’d seen her mother before she’d turned, the last argument she’d had with her, and then the fight with Alix — that only fueled her painful emotions. She would go see her mother before anything else. She would force her to say something, anything.  
Meredith jerked her door open, only to come face-to-face with Huntsly, who bowed his head as he spoke. “Good morning, Lady. I suspect you may desire a bath?” He lifted his head, looking pointedly at her clothes, which despite being under her armor during the battle were still grimy. Black Hollow blood — not her own, as Meredith’s blood was as bright red as any fae’s — had soaked through the cracks in her chestplate and stained the soft fabric of her tunic.  
“Yes,” Meredith said with a sigh, deciding she should at least look a bit more put together before confronting her mother. She reassured herself that she wasn’t putting off seeing her mother. A bath was a necessity. After her bath, she would stomp down the hallway to her mother’s room — wherever that was — and tell her exactly what she thought.  
Holding on to that righteous anger, Meredith went through the motions with cleaning up and getting dressed. She chose a simple gown — one that was so much like something she would have once worn at court. The dress trailed the floor and hugged her thin body. Tiny stars were sewn along the black velvet skirt. Staring at her reflection, she wished she had some jewelry to decorate her exposed chest, where the neckline curved into a delicate U-shape. A ruby would be beautiful. She frowned and turned away, taking a deep breath to prepare herself for seeing her mother again.  
She wandered for far too long before finally asking one of the maids where her mother’s room was, which as it turns out wasn’t very far from the rooms Meredith and the others had been staying in. Strange, she thought, that her mother wouldn’t have taken one of the royal suites in the upper floors. Acting as palace master was
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