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Chapter One

 


April 23rd,
2019

The Antarctic Ocean

 “Idiots!”

Beneath a dozen layers of clothing, Mags
clung to the taffrail of the Rainbow Warrior as they cut
through the Antarctic Ocean, her silver-blonde hair whipping
against her face where it escaped from her hat.

Ahead, the intensive harvesting of krill was
about to begin, again.

“Don’t they know that by overfishing to make
fish food and omega-three supplements they are putting the entire
ecosystem at risk?” she asked Steven angrily.

“Don’t know or don’t care.” Steven struggled
to switch on the megaphone as the ocean beneath them surged. He
cursed when a plume of freezing sea spray soaked them. “This storm
is going to be a bad one.”

She shot a look at the blackening sky as the
spray cut icily against her exposed face. Only thin slivers of weak
sunlight penetrated the laden clouds, and the wind was a persistent
angry roar.

“Mother Nature is showing her fury.” She
could almost feel Mother Nature’s wrath running through her
veins.

Steven grimaced as spray pelted them again.
“In Her fury, I think Mother Nature has forgotten Greenpeace is on
Her side.”

Her stomach dropped with the next wave.
David against Goliath, they’d be feeling the effects of the storm
far more than the much larger ship. On the steadier deck of the
fishing vessel, she could see men readying the new suction
harvesting equipment she found so appalling.

“Will you suck every last crustacean out of
the ocean to earn your dirty money?” Mags yelled across the
water.

At the bow, several of her friends echoed
her frustration. The crew of the Rainbow Warrior was small
but determined. They would bear witness, document what was
happening, and use the film to prosecute these men and force
change.

The megaphone squealed to life.

“You are fishing illegally!” Steven shouted,
his voice projected to the fishing crew across the water. “You are
being recorded and we will submit our evidence to the authorities.
Stop this brutality now!”

The men working on the deck of the fishing
vessel didn’t even pause to look their way.

“We should board and sabotage their
equipment!” Becky shouted from the helm.

“That’s not what we’re here for, Becky,”
Steven returned above the wind. “Besides, the weather is too
dangerous. The dingy would capsize for sure.”

“I’m with Becky,” Mags said. “We have to try
something. We have to do something!”

“Your enthusiasm does you credit, Mags, but
it’s too risky. We’ll continue to keep the Rainbow Warrior
close. Hopefully, given our presence, filming, and the weather, it
will be enough to stop them.”

She bristled. “But, if we—”

“No, Mags,” Steven cut her off, his angular
features softening as he looked at her. “You can’t help the
environment if you’re dead, and you know as well as I do that we
have a lifetime of battles to fight, not just this one.”

She glared over the waves at the enemy, but
then the angle of the ship began to change.

“They’re turning.” They clearly still
planned to fish, but there was something about the action on board
that had her stomach rolling. “They’re going to ram us.” Her eyes
widened as she looked from the ship to the icy water violently
heaving around them. “Oh, my God. They’re going to ram us!”

Steven’s head whipped back to the much
larger fishing vessel.

“It’s a bluff,” he said, but as the ship set
a course directly at them, his conviction seemed to falter. “It has
to be a bluff. The authorities will have to act if they try to kill
us.”

Mags grunted, unconvinced. “You would
hope.”

They watched as the ship forced its way
through the waves to reach them, waiting for it to turn away after
the fishermen had made their point. It didn’t.

“They’re not going to stop,” Steven said,
horror dripping from every word.

Mags looked around at where the crew
scurried and filmed. “They have to stop. They have to.” Everyone
would die if they didn’t…

As though realizing what they had, Becky
grabbed the wheel and turned it sharply. But it was too little, too
late.

“Brace for impact!” Steven shouted. “Becky,
send a distress call!”

But Becky was busy fighting with the
wheel.

They had to send a distress call before they
were hit.

Mags pushed away from the taffrail and
headed for the helm. Beneath her booted feet, the deck rocked
severely, both waves and the wake of the approaching ship tossing
the Rainbow Warrior as though it weighed little more than
jetsam.

“Mags, no!” Steven shouted as the fishing
vessel bore down on them.

And then the world lurched. The vicious
crunch of metal screamed as the ships met, the smaller vessel
rocking ominously as it was shoved aside and threatened to tip.

Oh, God, had the hull been breached?

Trying to retain her feet, she struggled to
reach the helm and its radio, and then the ship pinged free,
tipping violently the other way. Mags lost her battle to stay
upright.

With a thud, her skull hit the deck, and
there was darkness.


Chapter Two

 


One week later

Chester, UK

 “I can’t believe
I’m being forced to rest,” Mags said as she gripped her mobile
phone between her ear and shoulder and unlocked her youth hostel
bedroom door. “It was only a concussion.” Shoving the door open
with her foot, Mags dumped her bags and headed to the kettle.

“Mags,” Steven said from somewhere in the
Antarctic. “You were unconscious for over an hour. You need to take
some time and rest. Besides,” he added dryly as his satellite phone
crackled, “our insurance won’t cover you unless you take this
break.”

Mags rolled her eyes. “Seriously? You’re
using insurance as a reason to keep me off the Rainbow
Warrior?”

Steven chuckled. “I know you aren’t thrilled
about your enforced leave, but it is the first break you’ve had in
over twelve months, Mags. We’ll still be here in a few weeks.” His
voice lowered as he added, “I will still be here.”

At Steven’s intimate tone, her hand hovered
over the jar of fair-trade coffee. She’d hoped she’d imagined his
interest. Now she knew her instincts were true. She squeezed her
eyes closed.

“Mags? You still there?”

“Yes, yes. I’m still here.” She forced a
lighter tone. “Of course, everyone will still be there when I’m
rested.” She pointedly ignored his more personal reference. He was
a friend, a good friend, but she wasn’t remotely interested in him
that way. “But you know that I prefer to be out there. Twiddling my
thumbs has never been my forte.”

Steven was silent for a moment, but then to
her relief, he added, “Well, twiddle them you must. I’ll call you
in a few days, see how you are. But the leave stands, Mags, so you
might as well make the most of it.”

Mags grumbled but was relieved that they
seemed to be back on a familiar footing. Pouring hot water into her
mug, she stirred her instant coffee and then realized she’d
forgotten to buy any milk.

“Damn it.”

“What’s wrong?” Steven asked sounding
worried, too worried.

“Nothing,” she said quickly. “I just
realized I’ve lugged four bags of groceries to my temporary home
only to forget the one thing I really need. Milk.”

Steven laughed. “See? Concussion. You do
need that break—and I don’t mean of the KitKat variety.”

“Ha, ha. Very funny.”

Mags shrugged off her rucksack and threw it
onto the lower bunkbed. She sank down next to her bag, only just
avoiding banging her head on the top bunk as she went, and a surge
of childhood memories caught her off guard. As a girl, she’d
frequently caught her hair in the metal mesh beneath the top bunk
mattress. Most of the trapped hair had been left dangling from the
mesh, roots and all. Her sister had found this hilarious given that
her own scalp was safe because of the mesh-free top bunk.

Her lips twitched at the bittersweet memory.
Bethany had died from leukemia fifteen years ago—the big sister
that had never had the chance to grow up.

Steven was still talking. “… besides,
Chester is a great city. Walk the walls and have some fun.”

Mags pulled herself back to the here and
now. “I will definitely walk the walls. You never know, I might
even do some of the other touristy things: take the tour bus, be a
Roman soldier for the day, row a boat on the River Dee.”

“That’s the spirit!” He laughed. “I’ll call
you in a couple of days?”

“Sure. Bye, Steven.” She hung up as rain
began to beat against the window.

But before she did anything else, she needed
coffee, and that meant going back out to get some milk.

Huddled in her raincoat, Mags pulled the
hood low and made her way across the ornate bridge that would take
her over the river from Queen’s Park to Chester. Her gaze on the
wooden boards beneath her feet, she caught small glimpses of the
water between the slats with each step. She frowned when she
spotted a plastic bottle heading toward the weir.

When she shivered, the irony wasn’t lost on
her. She’d just spent several months near the South Pole, but here
she was, freezing her backside off on an early spring day in
Britain. The Antarctic was perishing, but it was a dry cold. The
air didn’t have the pervasive British dampness that insisted on
easing its way into her marrow.

Following the progress of the offending
bobbing bottle, she adjusted her hood and noticed a couple of men
crossing the bridge from the other side. The men looked like gym
nuts, their bodies no doubt inflated by hours of lifting weights
and “feeling the burn.” The one on the left was likely taking
steroids, too. His neck was straining against the zip of his
jacket, a tree trunk that matched his arms and legs. If possible,
they looked even colder than she was.

Mags gripped the keys in her pocket so the
sharp points protruded from her knuckles. It was half-past eleven
in the morning, but the rain had driven everyone sensible and not
coffee deprived inside.

Their paths grew closer and then they passed
each other. When the two men spared her only a fleeting glance,
Mags relaxed. Maybe she’d find a café after she’d bought her milk.
Let a peppy barista warm her up with a real coffee until the rain
stopped.

She was smiling in anticipation when a large
hand clamped over her mouth and she was yanked back against a
powerful body.

She flung her hands up, and her keys dug
into flesh.

“You bitch!” Male breath puffed against her
ear, and the arm around her ribs tightened painfully.

Mags struggled but found herself lifted
clear off the ground. Her assailant was large and strong. Kicking
as hard as she could, she wriggled and jabbed him again with her
keys, her movements urgent as a second attacker stepped around them
to face her. It was one of the men who’d passed her a few moments
ago: tree trunk steroid man. His friend must be the one holding
her.

“She’s pretty,” Tree Trunk told his friend.
“All that silver hair will go down well.”

She’d go down well? For what? With who?

Mags kicked and wriggled and jabbed with her
keys. Gym Nut didn’t even grunt. Jerking her head free, she
screamed, but it was quickly cut off when the beefy hand clamped
over her mouth again. Her feet flailing, she jerked like a fish on
a line, her movements desperate and ineffectual.

Tree Trunk looked around as though to check
they were still alone and removed something small and compact from
his pocket.

Her eyes widened as she realized what the
object was. A taser! If they zapped her, she’d be completely
helpless. Frantic now, she jerked her head back and heard the
satisfying crunch as head met nose, only to go dizzy when both the
hand over her mouth and the arm around her ribs squeezed
mercilessly.

“Taser the bitch,” Gym Nut spat.

Tree Trunk smiled coldly and pressed the
trigger.


Chapter Three

 


The Other Realm, The Palace

 “Resistance
bastard!”

Evan gritted his teeth against the pain,
refusing to cry out as the soldier rammed his fist into his naked
ribs. Wearing dirty, cropped trousers, his hands chained securely
above his head, he fought to get his bare feet back under him upon
the stone floor.

Prisoner as he was, held in a cell deep
underground, he had no choice but to take the beating—again.

Perhaps disappointed he’d been denied any
sounds of pain, his guard brought his face to within an inch of
Evan’s.

“Tell us what we want to know!” Spittle
flicked from his lips to strike Evan’s cheek.

Evan peered at his tormenter through hair
that hung in damp strands of sweat and grime and lifted an arrogant
brow. “You haven’t asked me a question.”

His guard jerked back, his features
twisting, but whether with displeasure or frustration, Evan
couldn’t tell.

“Really?” The soldier suddenly grinned, his
yellow teeth a match to the stink of his breath. “It must have
slipped my mind.” His fist swung.

Fire ants of pain exploded through the bones
of Evan’s chest when the blow connected with precision to the same
bruised spot on his ribs. Credit where credit was due, his guard
had skill and he clearly took pride in his work.

“I’ve told you all I know,” Evan lied, and
his naked chest strained as he tried to catch his breath. “Upon my
defection, I provided the location of my Resistance cell.”

The soldier sneered. “Every male traitor of
the Resistance must die. Every female traitor must be brought to
the palace to serve as wives for King Griffin’s elite
soldiers.”

“And how do you become elite?” Evan
countered. “How do you gain that status?”

After weeks of incarceration, he’d only
managed to glean small nuggets of information. They’d known for a
long time that Griffin Fionn had two classes of soldiers, those who
wore a sculpted leather vest and those who went bare-chested like
the Resistance, but he was still unsure how the ranking system
worked. Just as he was still unsure how Griffin maintained the
number of his soldiers when every bit of intelligence the
Resistance had told them Griffin’s female population was in serious
decline.

When the guard readied to punch him again
instead of answer, Evan quickly asked, “Has Glynn returned yet? He
should have attacked my cell by now. He should have the proof he
needs to convince you that I am what I say.”

His hope of survival was pinned on them
buying his feigned defection. The staged battle the Resistance had
planned was the “proof” that he’d betrayed his people. If he were
to gain the information the Resistance needed to finally win this
war, he had to be accepted into Griffin’s palace.

The soldier’s fist slammed into his ribs
again.

Evan gasped, unsure how much more his bones
would take before they cracked. “Just go and ask Glynn,” he got out
between clenched teeth.

The soldier eyed him almost thoughtfully for
a moment, his fist pausing in an aborted swing, then he stepped
back.

Relieved, Evan nodded encouragingly. “If
Glynn has returned, he’ll—” But instead of heading to the door to
do as he’d hoped, his guard crossed to the array of metal tools
hanging on one wall of the cave. The dim light did nothing to mask
their sinister threat.

He picked up an ominous three-pronged
contraption and examined the sharp tips. “The fact I was instructed
to wait before I tortured you is the only reason I haven’t ripped
your eyes from your head.”

And from his tone, Evan believed him.

“I think I’ve been very patient.” The
soldier’s gaze ran over his toy almost lovingly.

Evan yanked on the chains, using his weight
to try to pull his hands free from the cuffs. They didn’t
budge.

“Go and ask Glynn,” he tried again, more
urgently. “If you kill me—”

“Kill?” The soldier returned to stand before
him, the sharp instrument in his hand. “Who said anything about
killing you?”

“Jason!”

The gruff bark of command had his guard’s
head whipping toward the doorway.

“Glynn.” Jason lowered the weapon, looking
rather sheepish as he faced the leather-clad soldier with brown
hair and a supercilious air. “I was just—” But he didn’t finish his
sentence. A second man entered the cell, and Jason made a strangled
sound and dropped prostrate upon the ground.

His reaction could only mean one thing. The
second man must be King Griffin Fionn.

Evan kept his features carefully blank as he
got his first look at the tyrant who was bent on driving his people
to extinction. Despite living in a hot, jungle realm, Griffin was
pale-skinned, as though he rarely saw the sun. Unlike Glynn and
Jason, Griffin’s chest was bare but for a dozen silver scars that
scored his ribs and a more pronounced scar over his heart. His hair
was black, and his eyes were a matching shade.

For a brutal dictator who was hundreds of
years old, Griffin was surprisingly unassuming in looks.

“Your name is Evan,” Griffin said as he came
to stand before him, and that hard black gaze ran over his face as
though trying to see inside him.

“Yes, your Highness.” Evan bowed his head as
best he could, given his restraints.

“What House?”

Evan angled his head so Griffin could better
see the distinctive blue of his eyes through his tangled hair. “I
am L’ anna.”

“The L’ annas are an ancient House.”
Griffin’s nostrils flared. “They helped establish the Resistance
who oppose my rule.”

“And I am shamed by my ancestors’ actions,”
he lied. “I cannot help that I was born to traitors, but I can
choose a different path for myself—and for any heirs I might be
blessed with now I am here.”

“You wish to marry,” Griffin said, and he
didn’t seem surprised. “Every pure-blood does.”

Evan filed away the odd reference to
pure-blood.

“As you pointed out, my House is one of the
oldest of our realm. I cannot continue to align myself to traitors
who would see my name consigned to history.”

“And so, you deserted your people to join
mine.”

“Yes.”

When the council had planned his
infiltration, his friend Megan had suggested that he use his
heritage as the reason he was eager to join the palace. A desire to
marry and father an heir fit the competition for wives they’d
learned motivated Griffin’s soldiers.

Continuing to play his part, Evan said, “As
a L’ anna, I have a duty to ensure my House survives, but with
female numbers so low, the Resistance couldn’t fulfill my needs.”
In fact, while the ratio of males to females within the Resistance
remained skewed, they believed their female population to be far
stronger than Griffin’s. “I came to the conclusion that life under
your command would be far better for my ambitions.”

Griffin’s gaze held his, and he was silent
for so long that Evan began to sweat.

Finally, Griffin seemed to come to some sort
of decision because he said, “The information you provided upon
your defection proved sound. Your cell has been irradicated.”

Evan kept his features neutral and prayed
the choreographed battle had convinced Griffin that his desire to
join him was sincere.

Griffin’s features tightened. “I remember
your ancestors. King Finvarra Le’ Fey viewed the L’ annas as
family. I remember the color of the L’ anna eyes. They were the
same blue as yours.” He seemed about to add more but then abruptly
turned away.

Helpless to do anything but watch him go,
Evan scrambled for something, anything to say that would convince
Griffin he should keep his life. His chains clinked as he stood
straighter, readying to make the argument of his life, but then
Griffin stopped in the doorway.

“Clean him up and house him. Let him learn
what the palace has to offer a loyal soldier.” His lips lifted in a
cold smile, and the expression in his eyes was as hard as jet when
his gaze fastened on him. “There is power in blood, Evan, my father
taught me that, but don’t think I will hesitate to spill yours if
you betray me.”

Their gazes held for a pregnant moment, and
then Griffin turned his back on him and left.

Lightheaded with relief at his verdict, Evan
sagged in his chains. He barely had a second to register movement
from the corner of his eye before cold water hit him in the face.
Spluttering, he tried to draw in breath as more water doused
him.

Shaking his long hair out of his eyes, he
noted the empty bucket in Jason’s hands. At least it was an
improvement on the pronged instrument.

“Thanks,” he said with an ironic lift of his
brow.

Jason grunted and swapped the bucket for
keys. He unfastened the manacles securing his wrists.

As the restraints slackened, Evan lowered
his arms, only just biting off a groan as his shoulders screamed
and blood rushed back into his hands.

“Now you’re cleaned up, put this on,” Glynn
said from the doorway, and he threw a leather vest at Evan.

When it smacked him in the chest, Evan
grabbed it. “I’m being given elite status?”

Glynn didn’t reply.

Not wanting to protest his luck, Evan tugged
the vest on over his bruised ribs and snapped the fastenings closed
at his side. He resisted the urge to pull at the sculpted leather.
After thirty years with nothing but skin and camouflage paint
covering his torso, the constriction of the leather was
unpleasant.

With one last glance at Jason’s pinched
features, he followed Glynn out of the cell and into a corridor
dimly lit with torches. Given he’d been held underground, he wasn’t
surprised when Glynn chose a passageway that sloped upward.

They’d only walked for a few minutes before
they encountered a dozen soldiers. Each was male and looked to be
in his early twenties. All were bare-chested.

As though a silent instruction had been
given, the men stepped to the side, their backs to the stone wall.
Mutely, the soldiers let them pass.

“Your soldiers are very disciplined.”

Glynn grunted. “You have no idea.”

Evan frowned. Despite the compliment,
Glynn’s tone held displeasure.

They continued through the sloping rock
passageways, moving steadily higher. At intervals, the tunnels were
steep as they ascended to the next level, but each time the incline
evened out, they were met with a hive of chamber doors along a
central corridor. Each door was secured by a heavy metal lock.

The system was repeated a number of times
until Evan judged they were about three-quarters the way up the
cliffside that formed the palace.

Periodically, they encountered more soldiers
but increasingly, they were elite. These men nodded or offered
words to Glynn that he answered. No bare-chested soldiers appeared
after the second level.

Aware they’d been walking in silence for
some time, Evan engineered a look of eagerness and gestured to the
locked doors. “Is this where the wives live?”

Glynn glanced his way, and his lips twitched
as though at a private joke. “Many of these chambers house females.
If you continue to demonstrate your loyalty, then you will be
granted privilege.”

Despite his disgust at Griffin’s policy of
gifting wives as reward for loyalty, Evan kept his expression open
and easy. “Sounds like I’m finally where I need to be.”

“Perhaps you are.” Glynn almost smiled,
appearing to thaw a little at the comment. “After a lifetime
starved of female companionship serving the Resistance, your
interest in our females is predictable.”

Conscious of the weight of Glynn’s gaze,
Evan rubbed his whiskered chin and gave a wry smile. “What can I
say, it’s been a while.”

“I bet it has.” Glynn chuckled. His hand
lifted to indicate the chambers around them. “You will be staying
on the third circle, for now. The chambers of the most favored
elite are above us on the second.”

“King Griffin occupies the highest
level?”

“He does. The first circle.”

Griffin was king—an evil one—so his claiming
the top of the palace was a symbolic demonstration of power that
made sense.

“And your chamber?” he asked as they stopped
outside a heavy wooden door, another door with a strong lock.

Glynn lifted his brows. “The second circle,
of course.”

Evan folded his arms over the leather vest,
pretending to be impressed. “And the second circle gets you the
privilege you mentioned?”

Glynn slowly smiled, and there was an
indefinable quality there that made Evan uneasy.

“That it does, and more besides.” Glynn
lifted his hand and gestured to the chamber door. “This will be
your home for the moment.”

Evan pushed open the door, almost expecting
soldiers to be packed behind it, daggers in hand. Instead, he found
an empty room containing a large bed and a table and chair. Apart
from the furniture, and a few practical items upon the tabletop,
the room was empty. There was a wall opening to let light and air
in, but it was high and small.

Glynn urged him inside. “Until I am
satisfied that your indoctrination is complete, these will be your
quarters. After that, you will be allocated a position within a
suitable circle. But wherever you are placed, remember that in the
palace there is always the chance of promotion.” He removed a set
of keys from his trouser pocket. “I’m afraid I have to lock you in
for the time being. I’m sure you understand.”

“Of course.” He wasn’t fool enough to expect
that they’d trust him so quickly, and he wouldn’t be surprised if
Glynn placed guards outside his door, too.

“Rest,” Glynn said. “There is a rather
special event happening this evening that I think you will find …
motivational.” He grinned, but there was a hardness behind the
smile that Evan didn’t like. “I’ll collect you later.”

Evan smiled and lifted his hands in a
gesture he hoped conveyed bored acceptance. “I’ll be here.”

Seeming satisfied, Glynn left. The lock
turned, and the smile fell from Evan’s face. He was a spy alone and
far from home. If he made a mistake, it would be a long time until
his family or Megan learned he was dead.


Chapter Four

 


“Enter!”

King Griffin lounged in his throne as the
doors to his private chambers were pushed open to reveal the wife
he’d instructed be brought to him. Shrouded in red from scalp to
toe, the female was flanked by two blank-faced soldiers.

Lifting a hand in dismissal, he suppressed a
smile when the wife’s veiled head whipped around to follow the
departure of the men. No doubt the enormity of the fact she was to
be left alone with her king was sinking in.

Slowly, she swiveled her head back to face
him. “You sent for me, your highness?” Her voice was small.

“I did. Come closer.”

He could almost feel the wife’s fear as she
approached.

“You are newly married.”

The red head bobbed. “I am.”

“You are not pregnant.”

The wife was quiet for a moment, and her
bare feet shifted on the stone floor before she said, “Not
yet.”

Griffin’s lips twitched. Sensible
answer.

“Your husband makes use of you often?”

Again, the pause and then a faint, “He
does.”

Enjoying himself, Griffin let her discomfort
stretch before saying, “Today, a member of the L’ anna House joined
my elite.” He gestured to the chamber and the palace he’d stolen.
“His reason for wanting to be here was predictable. Like every
other elite in my palace, he wants the chance to marry. The L’ anna
traitor wants an heir, like your present husband does.”

He placed his hand to his chest and traced
the puckered scar that lay over his heart. A knife wound inflicted
by another traitor.

There were more scars, too, silver scores on
either side of his ribcage, claw marks from the Resistance
shapeshifter whose wolf had dared attack him. Each scar was a
bitter reminder that out there, in the mountains, an Oracle plotted
to see him dead, for only an Oracle could arrange the Exchange of
identical human and Other Doubles with the Guardians who protected
the gateway on the human side. It was only this Exchange that could
have gifted the ability to shapeshift.

He pressed his lips into a tight line of
displeasure.

“You know, I made one of my rare mistakes
killing so many females during the Purges three centuries ago. I’d
intended to quash initial resistance to my rule by reducing your
number and controlling the females that remained. I’d meant to
consolidate my hold on the males of the realm, and it worked, but I
hadn’t anticipated that the Mother the Resistance worship would
strike back at me. After the Purges, females mainly conceived
males. Now they hardly conceive at all.”

Beneath her robes of red, he sensed the wife
tremble.

“My father gave me longevity so I could
exterminate the Le’ Feys and rule the Other Realm, but in gaining
that success, I now realize I have neglected what truly matters.”
He needed an heir of his own. “But in all of my long life, I’ve
only known one female who would have made me a suitable wife.” His
gaze hardened with the long-ago memory. “I still remember the day
my soldiers brought the news that she’d killed herself to spite
me.”

And with Seren Daire long dead, the
Resistance’s Oracle would be his second chance at the son he
craved. But until he found her, he would have to try to father an
heir with one of the unexceptional females within his power.

“So, you see,” he continued conversationally
as he reached for the fastening of his trousers. “I find myself in
an untenable situation. I have almost everything I want, but there
is one thing I am missing, and I’m wondering whether you will be
able to give it to me.”

And after he’d finished with this wife, he’d
pay a visit to the Resistance redhead in his dungeon and see if she
was finally ready to give up the Oracle’s name.

Tilting his head, he watched the material of
the wife’s veil puff with each quick breath.

He smiled.

 “Strip,” he
commanded. “But keep the veil on. I don’t need to see your
face.”


Chapter Five

 


Evan opened his eyes to stare up at his
chamber’s ceiling and let his mediative link to Affinity fall away.
He’d wanted to use the hours locked in this room to recenter
himself through his connection with Mother Nature. But Affinity,
the life force that connected all living things, had for once
failed to soothe him.

Grimacing, he scrubbed his palms over his
face. With his fate so completely out of his hands, it was hard to
be patient, but as Jason wasn’t trying to gouge his eyes out of his
head, he supposed he really couldn’t complain about being left
alone to stew.

Frustrated with himself, he rolled to sit on
the edge of the bed. If his best friend were here, she’d give him a
swift jab to the guts and tell him to pull himself together. That
he should use the wait to either sleep or train, to prepare his
body for what was to come—not lie here feeling sorry for
himself.

Imagining Megan’s narrowed green eyes, the
impatient flick of her silver hair as she prepared to kick his
backside, Evan grinned. He’d never tell her, but the sad truth was,
she was nearly always right.

The sudden rattle of the door’s lock had him
springing to his feet to retrieve his leather vest. Quickly, he
pulled it on, wincing only slightly as the stiff leather gripped
his bruised ribs.

A muted discussion reached him from outside,
then the heavy door opened to reveal Glynn. His gaze scanned the
interior of the chamber as though checking for some sign of
guilt.

Apparently satisfied with what he saw, he
gestured him forward. “Come with me.”

“Can I ask where we’re going?” Evan followed
him out into the corridor. As he’d suspected he would, he found two
guards flanking the door. They fell into step behind them.

Glynn angled him a look, and while his
expression was unreadable, what seemed to be amusement underscored
his words. “You’ll see.”

Evan wasn’t sure if Glynn’s tone was a good
sign or not, but as he could hardly ask if they’d discovered he was
a spy, he decided it would be within character to prod for
information.

“You said you have women here, but I haven’t
seen any since my arrival.”

“Yes, we have females.” And Glynn’s lips
curved almost meanly. “You claim you want to join us because of
your frustration with the lack of women in the Resistance.”

Evan let Glynn believe his lie and shrugged,
conscious of the guards that followed. “The Resistance is a hard
life, and as a warrior, I felt I was due certain rewards.” Keeping
up his pretense, he shot Glynn a lascivious look, making it clear
exactly what kind of rewards he’d expected as a male and what he
felt had been denied him. “Life in Griffin’s employ holds more
attraction for me.”

Glynn chuckled. “I understand your
frustration. Others, pure-blood Others, need the use of female
bodies. The king recognizes this fact and rewards his most loyal
pure-bloods with wives, but the rest of his soldiers, the ones who
don’t marry, still need to be satisfied. King Griffin provides what
we need.”

Evan hid his confusion at Glynn’s repeated
reference to pure-bloods.

“And is the chance of being given a wife
good? How many elite warriors manage to marry?”

Glynn laughed again, as though at a secret
Evan could only guess at.

“Wives live on circle two. Married, they
remain within their husband’s quarters. Those females who aren’t of
marriageable age yet stay at home with their mothers until they
come of age.”

Evan let his face fall. “So, I don’t have a
chance? Only the elite on level two?”

Glynn’s gaze hardened. “There is always a
chance, Evan. I am due to marry next week because I have earned the
trust of King Griffin. Once married, the king allows his soldiers
one year to impregnate his wife, after that…”

Evan knew the stories shared by wives
liberated by the Resistance. He knew that Griffin dissolved
marriages as he wished and gifted the female like property to
another male of his choosing.

Sickened, it was hard for Evan to force his
lips into a smile. “Definitely a chance then.”

They laughed together, and then Glynn
gestured along the sloping tunnel. “Come. We are almost there.” He
rubbed his hands together as though relishing what was to come. “I
thought I’d show you something of the rewards life as an elite has
to offer.”

“Oh?”

“Luckily for you, your arrival coincides
with a rather enjoyable event. You’re in for quite a treat.”

Evan carefully kept a look of anticipation
in place when masculine shouts reached them from ahead. With
another twist of the corridor, he found himself before a pair of
huge wooden doors. Judging by the noise coming from the other side,
the chamber was packed.

Evan stared at the wood, his stomach muscles
tight beneath his leather vest. Whatever he was about to see
couldn’t be good.

“As I said before, King Griffin believes in
rewarding loyalty. What lies beyond this door is incentive for any
man to remain at the palace.”

Glynn pushed open the door and headed
inside. Evan followed … and gaped as he got a look at the chamber’s
interior. Elite soldiers filled the hall, laughing and drinking
around large tables that held their banquet, and the banquet was
appalling. Lying across each six-foot table was a female, her body
naked except for the food that had been placed upon it as she acted
as a living platter.

Were these poor women the wives? Were they
brought out of their isolation to serve their husbands in this
obscenity as they celebrated?

But even as the idea formed, he knew it
didn’t make sense. No soldier in this palace would allow another
man to touch his wife while he had the rare chance to bed her.
They’d guard her jealously. After her rescue, Siana had told the
Resistance she’d been valued for her womb, for both the child and
the sex she could give her husband who viewed himself her owner.
Bastard that he was, her husband wouldn’t have tolerated this.

Reminding himself why he was there, Evan
pushed the puzzle away and scanned the gathering, calculating the
number of women. His anger bubbled to boiling point when he saw a
soldier at the closest table bend to feast on the food placed
across one female’s breasts. The soldier’s hands were rough, his
mouth insistent, as he did far more than eat while his friends
cheered him on and another poured wine over the woman’s
stomach.

“An impressive sight, isn’t it?” Glynn
asked.

Evan tried not to flinch when the door
banged closed behind them and forced his gaze to linger on the
assault of the closest female. The male excitement within the
chamber was sickening.

“There are so many females here. In my
village, there were hardly any,” he lied.

Glynn chuckled, seeming to misinterpret
Evan’s stunned look. “The females here are part of what motivates
the men. There are so few Other females suitable for marriage.”

Evan again filed away the oddity of Glynn’s
phrasing. He claimed there were few females of marriageable age yet
they were looking
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