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Prologue
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Two Centuries After the Awakening

The boy sat at the circular table in the back of the room, coloring so he had an excuse to keep his eyes averted. He hated coloring, but he’d figured out after moving to the orphanage a few months ago that it allowed him to sit in the corner and hide.

He’d recently turned six, and most of the other kids his age could already read, but he found reading difficult and felt stupid when he couldn’t understand the words. So, he colored. And when he wasn’t coloring, he’d hold a book and pretend he was reading.

Some of the other boys had figured out he was faking. They would walk by him and snicker, calling him names under their breath he was sure to hear. Idiots. One day, he would leave this stupid kingdom and live in a place where he wasn’t stuck with people who made him feel bad.

But first, he needed to be adopted.

The ladies who ran the orphanage had told him to be nice to the Vampyres who visited. That if he was good, one of the couples would take him home. Unfortunately, it had been months, and not one couple had expressed interest in Leo. His buddies Luca and Alistair had recently been adopted, leaving him alone in the orphanage with no other friends.

Once they were gone, he’d started sitting in the corner alone. Being alone was better than making friends and losing them, or trying to fit in with the kids that made fun of him. Nope, he’d already been down that road. The best he could hope was that some couple wanted to take a chance on someone like him.

Even though he doubted anyone ever would.

A Vampyre couple entered the room, led by one of the orphanage directors, Lydia.

“Most of the children are outside playing tonight,” she said, her voice drifting across the room and the smattering of kids that sat at the tables. “But some didn’t want to participate in the field night events, and we didn’t want to force them.”

The couple glanced at Leo, and he furiously colored, pretending he couldn’t hear them. The last three couples who’d walked through had passed him by, and his heart beat with furious anticipation this couple would do the same.

“What’s his name?” the Vampyre man asked.

“Oh, that’s Leo,” Lydia said. “He has such a sweet soul, but he’s quite...difficult sometimes.”

“How so?”

Sighing, she shook her head. “His father was a soldier who passed in battle. Months later, his mother took her own life.”

The woman gasped, splaying a hand over her throat. “That’s terrible.”

“Yes. Leo witnessed her death, and as you can imagine, he’s quite traumatized from it.”

“Of course,” the woman said.

Leo had no idea what “traumatized” meant, but as he listened to their hushed conversation, his shoulders stiffened. His mother had used a poison blade to end her life under the staid kitchen lights of Leo’s old home. Her blood had spilled on the wooden floor as he held her limp body, pleading with her to come back to him to no avail.

Afterward, he’d landed in the orphanage, feeling lost and broken. Sometimes, he would dream of his mother’s death. Dream of the way her blood soaked through his clothes as he cried for her.

He’d loved his mother, and it made him sad.

But now that he was alone, he also felt angry. He knew she missed his dad but didn’t understand why she left him behind. Wasn’t he good enough for her to stay?

Perking his ears, he honed in on the adults’ conversation.

“He seems quite sullen, but I can imagine anyone would be after what he experienced,” the woman said.

“Agreed, darling,” the man said, sliding his arm around her waist. “And I’m sure he’ll find the right match for adoption. But we want a child without so much trauma in his past. I hope you can understand.”

“Of course,” Lydia said. “Follow me outside, and I’ll introduce you to the children on the playground. I think you’ll find them more...amenable.”

Leo sunk in his chair, annoyed that he didn’t know what “amenable” meant either. Stupid adults. One day, he’d build his own life without any of them and be happy all on his own. He’d show them.

And so it went, for almost a year, as a wave of Vampyre couples passed through the orphanage. They would always assess him and shake their heads, or wrinkle their noses, and Leo understood he’d been rejected yet again. Determined to forge ahead on his own, he bided his time until he could run away and figure out how to live without any of them.

And then, on a warm night several weeks before Leo’s seventh birthday, the caretakers rounded up the children and took them to the castle at Astaria. Every so often, the nice Vampyre Lila would invite them over to read the books in the large library. She always smiled at him, when most adults didn’t, and he figured she was okay. He still had no interest in reading, but he would sit in the back corner, much as he did in the orphanage, and pass the time until they returned home.

Out of the corner of his eye, Leo observed Commander Latimus appear in the doorway. Beside him, another hulking man stood, and Leo guessed he was a soldier too. The two men had a quiet discussion before the large Vampyre approached.

“This seat taken?”

“Whatever.” Shrugging, Leo tried to appear indifferent. “It’s a free kingdom.”

The man’s lips twitched before he slid into the seat beside Leo. Resting his forearms on the table, he laced his fingers. “You aren’t reading any books today?”

“Reading sucks.”

“You know, I was really bad at reading when I was a kid. I couldn’t read at all until one of my teachers helped me when I was ten. It made me feel pretty dumb, but thankfully, she took me under her wing.”

Leo picked at a string that rose from a tear in his pants as he wondered why the man was talking to him.

“I also have a bonded mate who’s really smart. She was raised an aristocrat, and she’s taught me so many cool things. I bet she’d love to teach you too. She even writes my notes for me because my handwriting looks like a grizzly bear’s.” Smiling, he tapped the bag resting on his shoulder that held the notes.

Leo sunk farther into his chair. “I’m probably just going to be a soldier like my father, and I don’t need to be able to read to do that.”

“Well, I’m a soldier and I like reading.”

Curiosity swelled as Leo stared into the man’s brown eyes. “You do?”

“Yep. And I really like reading with Kilani. That’s my bonded mate. I’ve brought several books to her from this very library over the years. I think she’d like you.”

“Why?”

Sadness crossed the man’s face before he grinned. “Because she likes strays and you kind of seem like one.” Leaning forward, he whispered, “I was one too. She took me in, and it was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

Hope sparked in Leo’s heart, and he quickly doused it. He’d learned that hope led to disappointment, and he’d experienced enough of that. “She sounds nice.”

“She is.” Extending his hand, he said, “I’m Alrec. What’s your name?”

The boy studied his hand before tentatively touching his palm to Alrec’s and shaking. “Leonidas, but everyone calls me Leo.”

“Okay. Is that what you want to be called?”

He nodded and drew his hand away.

“Nice to meet you, Leo. If you’re open to it, I’d like to take you on an adventure...”

Two hours later, after Alrec had signed some papers Commander Latimus had prepared, Leo watched him ready the horse. The massive Vampyre placed Leo in the saddle before climbing in front of him. Leo wrapped his arms around his waist, holding on for dear life since he’d never ridden a horse.

He didn’t tell Alrec he was scared. Leo had finally secured passage from the kingdom he’d vowed to leave one day. No, he would keep his mouth shut and hope the kind man didn’t reject him too.

As they crossed the border, leaving Astaria behind for good, Leo closed his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. He was no longer stuck in a place where he was miserable. Maybe one day he’d come back, but Leo doubted it.

Instead, his future loomed in the dark distance ahead, and Leo swore he wouldn’t mess up this time. Maybe, in this new life, far away from war and death, he could find something that made him happy.

Clutching onto Alrec for dear life, he rested his cheek on the man’s back as the horse carried them to the edge of the kingdom...
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Chapter 1
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One month after Tordor’s coronation as King of the Human Realm

Adelyn, daughter of Latimus and Lila, twined her fingers as she waited in her father’s office at the training center at Lynia. When she’d originally planned the meeting, she’d thought it best to meet outside the home she shared with her parents. A place more businesslike where she could discuss the important topic at hand.

But now, she wondered if she’d made the right choice. She felt off-balance and nervous as the seconds ticked by. Clenching her fists, she observed her father walk across the field, his broad shoulders bracketing his massive body as his lips curved into a huge smile.

Her mother rushed toward him, rising to her toes to give him a kiss before they joined hands and approached the training center. Adelyn anxiously chewed her lip as she marveled at their bond. It was unbreakable after the thousand years of heartache they’d experienced, and a shining example of what she wanted in her own life.

Of course, having a once-in-a-lifetime passionate love meant she’d have to meet someone who didn’t bore the ever-living hell out of her. It hadn’t happened yet, but she wasn’t even thirty, so she figured she had time.

Facing the door, Adelyn straightened her shoulders as her parents entered.

“Hey, sweetie,” Lila said, breezing through the doorway to give her a firm hug.

“Hey, Mom.” She kissed her cheek before hugging her father. “How was the literacy event?”

“Oh, it was fine,” Lila said, sitting in one of the leather chairs that faced Latimus’s desk. “The kids all asked about you. I told them you’d promised to help Callie plant her garden today but that you’d be there for the next session.”

Adelyn pursed her lips. She wasn’t quite sure about that, if all went as planned during their discussion. “Callie planted the lilies, and we planted some vegetables too. Then we sat on the back porch and marveled at how sweet Brecken was to build it. Or, she marveled and I listened.”

“Ah, young love,” Lila said.

“Yep. Guess it turns you into a sap who waxes poetic about porches,” she teased. “How was your training, Dad?” she asked Latimus as he trailed to the chair behind his desk.

“Fine. Your brother does most of the work, which allows me to study the recruits for individual strengths.”

“Jack loves training the new recruits,” she said, lowering into one of the leather seats in front of the desk as Lila sat in the other. “I’m glad it makes him happy.”

Latimus leaned forward, steepling his fingers as he studied her. “Yes, but we didn’t come here to discuss Jack.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Is there a reason why my favorite daughter requested a formal meeting when we could’ve just spoken tonight at dinner?”

“I’m your only daughter and I wanted some privacy. I’ll bring Jack and Symon into the loop soon, but I wanted to speak to you first.”

“Whatever it is, we’re ready to listen.” Lila took her hand. “You know you can always talk to us.”

Gratefulness welled deep within that these two souls had found her when she’d been given up for adoption by her birth mother. Her parents loved her with a ferocity she cherished, and Adelyn adored them just as fiercely. Which was why the upcoming discussion might be difficult. Still, she wanted to be honest with them and knew an open dialogue was the best course.

“As you both have probably noticed, I’ve been a bit...distracted lately.” Releasing her mother’s hand, she rubbed her palms on her thighs. “And a bit lost, if I’m being honest.”

“Lost how?” Lila asked.

Tilting her head, Adelyn studied her. “Haven’t you ever wondered where your purple irises come from? We’re the only two people in the kingdom who express the recessive gene that causes it.”

“Of course I’ve wondered. I was mocked terribly as a child for my eye color, although your father was sweet and always defended my honor.”

“Our daughter knows I was never sweet,” Latimus muttered, “but go on.”

Adelyn laughed. “I think you’re very sweet, Dad.”

His features scrunched as Lila continued. “Eventually, I accepted that my difference made me unique. And it always made me feel connected to you.”

“Me too,” Adelyn said with a soft smile. “You both have given me so much, and I don’t want you to think I’m not grateful.” Restlessness coiled in her stomach, and she rose and began pacing. “Lately, I’ve felt a compulsion to learn more about my heritage. I know my mother was a Slayer with brown eyes and curly brown hair like mine because Sadie supplied her medical history.”

Turning, she faced them as her fingers nervously twined. “But I know nothing of my birth father.”

“Well...” Lila said, her eyebrows drawing together. “We always assumed your birth father was a Slayer from Restia like your mother.”

“So did I...until I overheard Dad and Uncle Sathan talking about the Nymphs.”

Leaning back in his chair, Latimus cocked an eyebrow. “Who knew you were a skilled spy? Perhaps I should assign you to work with Jaxon in the human world.”

“I am pretty stealthy,” she chimed, lifting a finger. “Now that I know there was an ancient species of immortals rumored to have purple irises, I can’t stop thinking about it.”

“Tales of the Nymphs are only a myth right now, Addie,” Lila said. “We have no evidence they actually existed.”

“I know. But don’t you find it intriguing that Alrec documented food waste sites with herbs and plants when he scouted the region west of the Strok Mountains? He surmised they were Deamon sites, but we know that Deamons are carnivores.”

“And there were no bones or animal waste left at the sites,” Latimus said. “But you already knew that from eavesdropping.”

“I’m sorry, Dad. I was walking through the hallway after Tordor’s coronation and it just kind of happened.”

“What do you want to do with this information?” Lila asked. “Do you want to investigate it?”

Straightening her spine, she nodded. “Since my birth mother had brown eyes, there’s a possibility my birth father had purple irises.” Walking toward her vacant chair, she squeezed the leather as she looked back and forth between them. “You guys, it’s possible my birth father was a Nymph.”

“Possible but improbable,” Latimus said, rubbing his chin. “Your mother was a teenager when she got pregnant with you, and I can’t imagine where or how she would’ve encountered an entirely new species in her limited experience.”

“I know,” Adelyn said excitedly. “But wouldn’t it be cool to find out? What if there’s some long-lost story between my birth mother and a Nymph she fell madly in love with?”

“Doubtful,” Latimus said, frowning.

“Regardless, I want to hike to the sites Alrec documented and examine them for myself,” Adelyn said, her heart pounding in her chest in anticipation of their reaction. “It’s something I’ve been mulling for weeks and I can’t let it go.” Leaning in, her tone grew firmer. “I feel a calling to explore this, and since I possess Dad’s stubborn streak, it’s futile for me to fight it.”

“I understand your desire to learn about your heritage, sweetheart,” Latimus said, his expression a bit stunned. “But I don’t have time to hike the foothills of the Strok Mountains right now. I need to keep an eye on Dakath, as well as Tordor and Esme’s efforts in the human world—”

“I’m not asking you to go with me, Dad.” Lifting her chin, she said firmly, “In fact, I feel the need to take this journey alone.”

“Addie,” Lila said, rising to soothingly rub Adelyn’s upper arm. “You know we want to support you in every way, but it’s too dangerous—”

“Absolutely not,” Latimus said, slicing both hands over his desk. “My daughter is not going to go traipsing around treacherous terrain by herself. End of story.”

“Excuse me?” Adelyn said, drawing away from Lila’s touch. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m an adult, fully capable of making my own decisions and traveling on my own.”

“Not happening,” Latimus said firmly.

Scoffing, Adelyn shook her head. “Do you really want to do this, Dad? I don’t want to fight with you, but I’ve made up my mind. I’m going on this journey alone. There’s something I need to discover—something that’s not quite whole right here”—she pointed to her heart—“and I have to fill it. I know deep within, I can only do that alone.”

“Sweetie—” Lila said, reaching for her.

“No, Mom,” she said, showing her palm. Tears welled in Adelyn’s eyes as she continued. “I’m not asking your permission.”

“It would be an extremely dangerous journey, Adelyn,” Lila said, worry crossing her expression.

“Although Kenden and I destroyed the Deamon caves years ago, Alrec still reports rogue Deamons roaming the land,” Latimus said. “They’re evil creatures who won’t hesitate to harm you, Addie. And the weather in that region is extremely unpredictable. If you slipped on a wet stone or log and broke a bone, there would be no one to save you.”

“Then I’ll just have to save myself,” she said, lifting her chin.

“Rogue Deamons shave their teeth into points so they can rip their victims’ jugulars with ease,” Latimus warned. “They have no qualms about assaulting and killing anyone who crosses their path—”

“I know,” she said, holding up her hand. “And I’m going into this knowing full well the dangers I’m facing.” Her tone was laced with the gravity of the choice. “But it’s something I have to do. I wish you could understand. It’s like there’s a puzzle inside me that needs to fit together, and the only way I can do it is on my own.”

Standing, Latimus tapped his fingers on the desk. “I’m sympathetic to your need to find answers, Addie. But I forbid you to take this trek alone. You’ll wait until I can carve out some time in my schedule to go with you.”

“Or Jack could go with you,” Lila suggested. “He loves to hike and camp with you.”

“Jack taught me everything he knows about camping, along with Dad, and that’s why I know I’ll be fine. I love Jack with my whole heart, but I’m doing this alone.”

“Not happening,” Latimus gritted.

“Lattie...” Lila warned.

Anger swamped Adelyn as she stiffened and jutted her finger at her father. “Let me tell you something right now, Dad. I am a grown woman, and you do not have the right to dictate anything in my life. I’m going on this trip, and I’d like your support, but if you’re not willing to give it to me, I’ll forge ahead without it.”

“You still live under my roof—”

“Then I’ll move out,” Adelyn said, exasperated. “Is that what you want? Think long and hard about this. I don’t want this to come between us. I love you so much it hurts.” She clutched her chest over her heart as tears streamed down her cheeks. “But I’m not going to live a life where I don’t feel whole. If you can’t respect that, I have nothing to say to you.”

Unable to control her emotions, Adelyn pivoted and scurried from the room.

Jogging to the glass entrance doors, she pushed them open and ran to the nearby woods. Collapsing against a large tree, she buried her face in her hands. Frustration surged as she released a torrent of tears.

Eventually, her cries abated and she wiped her face, annoyed she’d lost her temper. Leaning back against the tree, she sighed and stared at the blue sky through the layered branches.

“Well, Addie, you really fucked that up. Way to go.”

A bird chirped in response as she released a breath before settling against the tree. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on letting the remaining anger go. Wheels churned in her brain as she began to form an apology to her parents. She’d handled the situation terribly, and they deserved one.

Of course, the argument wouldn’t change her decision. Adelyn was determined to scout the abandoned waste sites and search for evidence of Nymphs. But she couldn’t leave until she set things right with her parents. In the end, they were the most important people in her life, and she had to repair the rift she’d opened.

Standing, she wiped the dirt off her backside and headed back to the center, vowing to fix the situation so she could concentrate on planning her journey.
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Lila watched Adelyn run from the office as her throat closed with worry. Stunned, she faced her bonded mate.

“Don’t say it,” Latimus grumbled, holding up his hands. “I lost my temper. Shit.” Rubbing his forehead, he sighed.

“You two have the worst tempers in the family,” Lila said. “She’s your daughter through and through.”

“She’s always been so damn stubborn.”

A laugh escaped Lila’s throat. “Coming from you, that says something.”

His lips turned into the adorable pout she loved with every crevice of her soul. Striding toward him, she cupped his cheeks. “It’s going to be okay. She just needs to cool off. You both do.”

“I can’t let her go to the foothills of the Strok Mountains alone. In addition to the vagrant Deamons that roam that area, the weather is unpredictable at best. They have crushing rainstorms that last for days. Adelyn isn’t used to those conditions no matter how many times we’ve been camping.”

“Lattie,” Lila said, her voice soothing as her thumb stroked his cheek. “She’s resolved and her conviction is evident. If you fight her, it’s just going to make her more determined, and it could irrevocably hurt your relationship. Is that what you want?”

“Don’t tell me you’re considering this.” His eyebrows drew together. “I can’t protect her if she goes alone.”

“Then she’ll have to protect herself. A valiant goal for our willful daughter, no?”

Latimus’s lips fluttered together as he considered. “I can clear out some time on my schedule. If she’s that determined to go, I’ll make time.”

Backing away, Lila sat on the edge of his desk. Gripping the wood, she shook her head. “We need to respect her choice, sweetheart. She wants to go alone.”

“No—”

“Lattie,” Lila softly interjected. “I understand her desire to claim her own life. I had to do something similar, if you remember.” She arched a golden eyebrow.

“I remember. Apparently, you’re both determined to punish me.”

She exhaled a breathy laugh as he scowled. “I fail to see what’s so funny.”

“You are. It’s cute that you think you can control our headstrong children after all these years.”

Closing the distance between them, he leaned forward, bracketing her body as he rested his palms on the desk. Heat licked her skin as he gently nudged her nose before scraping her lower lip with his fangs. The gesture sent daggers of desire through her body and a fresh surge of arousal to her core.

Cupping her mound through her jeans, he squeezed with strong fingers. “Am I cute now, you little temptress?”

Lila’s mouth watered as she strained toward his hand. “More like hot and very sexy, but our daughter could walk back in any moment.”

His eyes narrowed before he released her. “Fine. But I’m going to show you cute later.”

“Can’t wait.” She waggled her eyebrows.

Latimus sighed and pressed his forehead to hers. Lila could feel his distress, so she glided her arms around his neck, gently caressing him as she spoke.

“We have to trust that we’ve done a good job, Lattie. Goddess knows, you and Jack have taken her camping a thousand times. If anyone can survive the wilderness, it’s Adelyn.”

“She’s our daughter,” he whispered, anguish in his expression. “I can’t fathom losing her.”

“You can’t think that way. That’s something you taught me every time you left for battle. We must believe in her and respect her choice to search for answers. She deserves that.”

“I’m going to be a wreck the entire time she’s gone.”

Grinning, Lila speared her nails into his neck. “I’ll console you until she returns.”

“I bet you will.” He nipped her lip. “There’s no cell reception in that area of the realm. She’ll be completely lost to us.”

“But maybe she’ll find something for herself.”

“Damn it,” he breathed, brushing her lips with his. “I hate it when you’re right.”

Lila smiled, thankful he was calm enough to see reason.

“Won’t you worry about her?” he asked.

“Every day. But I won’t be responsible for holding her back.”

Heaving a breath, he pressed one last kiss to her lips before straightening. “Fine. I’ll allow it, but I need to process it. I’m going to head home and sharpen the swords in the shed. I need a menial task to focus on while I digest that our daughter is going to journey alone to one of the most dangerous places in the realm.”

Rising, Lila squeezed his hand. “You taught her to shoot an eight-shooter and every firearm imaginable when she was ten, Lattie. Jack says she has better aim than he does. It’s certainly terrifying, but she comes from a family of female warriors. Maybe it’s time for her to fight her own battle.”

Nodding, Latimus glanced at the paperwork on his desk. “I need to approve the weapons for the training base Brienne is building at Eternal before heading home.”

“I’ll go talk to Addie,” Lila said. “Dinner will be ready at seven, so make sure you sharpen whatever you need in the shed beforehand.”

“Is Jack coming?”

Lila’s expression turned acerbic. “Darling, is there ever a time when your son hasn’t shown up for pasta dinner?”

Chuckling, Latimus shook his head. “Good point. Thanks for giving me some time, honey. I need to think about what I’m going to say to her so I don’t lose it again.”

Lila tilted her head before turning and leaving him to his work. After heading through the glass entrance doors, she spotted Adelyn.

“How pissed is he?” her daughter asked, kicking the ground with the toe of her shoe.

“He’s going to be fine,” Lila said, sliding her arm over Adelyn’s shoulders and starting the walk to the four-wheeler. “He needs to process your decision, and you need to cool off too. Let’s head home and you can help me cook dinner. Since your brothers are ravenous beasts, we’ll need to prepare several helpings.”

Adelyn breathed a laugh. “Strange, since I’m the one who actually needs food, but okay.”

When they reached the vehicle, Adelyn hopped behind the wheel as Lila slid in beside her. “He’ll be in his shed later,” Lila said. “It’s a quiet place for you to talk privately.”

Facing her, Adelyn rested her temple on the seat. “So, you’re not going to fight me on this?”

“I’m not,” Lila said, tenderly palming her cheek. “I understand the need to assert your independence and follow your inner calling. I’m going to worry about you the entire time, but I respect your decision.”

A tear trailed down Adelyn’s cheek before Lila swept it away.

“It’s not because I don’t love you guys,” Adelyn said. “It has nothing to do with you. I just need to know where I came from, Mom.”

“I understand,” Lila said, her heart cracking as she fully comprehended that her little girl was now a woman. A strong, determined woman, confident in herself and ready to take on the world. “And I’m very proud of you.”

“Aw, Mom,” Adelyn said, reaching over to wipe away Lila’s tears. “Don’t cry. Now we’re both crying. Uggh.”

Laughing through her tears, Lila fanned her face to urge them away. “I’m okay. I just want you to be happy, Addie. Whatever it takes, I’ll support you.”

“I love you,” Adelyn whispered.

“Love you too. Now start the car before we devolve into two waterlogged saps, okay? I think the fresh air on the drive will reinvigorate us.”

Adelyn smiled and started the four-wheeler, revving it into gear before driving onto the gravel road that led to their home. They were silent on the drive, both pondering the importance of Adelyn’s decision.

When they crested the hill to their home, Lila gazed upon it with reverence, remembering when Latimus had built it for her all those years ago. It had been an amazing gesture, cementing the place where they would raise their children and build their family.

They had done their best, and Lila still couldn’t believe how quickly time had passed. Their kids were adults now, each forging ahead with their own lives. Lila loved her children with a ferocity too great for words, and she would do everything in her power to ensure they lived full, vibrant lives.

Clutching Adelyn’s hand as she drove the final mile, Lila closed her eyes and prayed for Etherya to keep her safe.
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Chapter 3
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Adelyn helped her mom prepare dinner, thankful for her endless support as they chatted.

“Have you seen Desmond lately?” Lila asked, stirring the sauce atop the stove. “I know he was adamant about courting you.”

“No,” Adelyn mumbled, annoyed that a man she had zero interest in had announced his intention to date her to several people in the realm. “He and I don’t suit, Mom. I’ve told you that.”

“He’s very handsome, but if you’re not drawn to him, I understand.”

Leaning her hip against the counter, Adelyn pondered. “He checks all the boxes most women want, I guess. Handsome. Nice. Rich.” She wrinkled her nose. “Although, I honestly think rich aristocrats are endlessly boring.”

“Well, dear, I’ll remind you that you’re an aristocrat and a royal princess. It carries great responsibility in our realm.”

“Goddess, I hope I’m not as boring as Desmond,” she said, picking up the head of lettuce on the counter and chopping it as she spoke. “I love helping our people, but I don’t want to be stuck in aristocratic formality. I’d rather have a mate who’s”—she waved the knife in the air, searching for words—“hot and growly, rather than someone rich and proper.”

Looking over her shoulder, Lila winked. “You must get that from your mother. No one is more growly than your father.”

Laughing, Adelyn gathered the shredded salad and placed it in the bowl. “Truth. I also don’t think I can focus on dating until I find some of the answers I’m searching for. I need to feel whole before I can connect with someone else. Does that make sense?”

“Absolutely,” Lila said, rising to her toes to look out the window above the sink. “Your father’s home and is heading into his shed, so now’s a good time to talk to him.” Turning, she strode forward and patted Adelyn’s arm. “He’ll understand if you stay calm. Don’t lose your temper this time, okay?”

“Promise,” Adelyn said, determined to keep her word. “Wish me luck.”

Lila’s “Good luck!” followed Adelyn as she walked to the downstairs half bath. Closing the door, she splashed some water on her face before slapping her cheeks.

“You can do this, Addie,” she said, staring into her lavender irises in the reflection. “He loves you and is worried. You need to reassure him.”

With a confident nod, she padded down the hallway to the back door. As she approached the shed, she took several deep breaths to slow her pounding heart. When she neared the door, she noticed it was slightly ajar and took that as an invitation to enter.

Latimus was sitting on a high stool behind a table filled with various swords. His arm worked in smooth strokes as he sharpened the blade of the weapon he held in his broad hands.

“Hey,” Adelyn said, slowly circling the small space as she ginned up her courage.

“Hey,” he mumbled.

Running her fingers over one of the eight-shooters pinned to the wall, she smiled. “Should I be worried you’re going to shoot me with one of the weapons if we argue again?”

His eyes tapered. “I think you’re fine, but don’t push it.”

Breathing a laugh, she slowly walked toward the weapons table and placed her palms on the faded wood. “Dad—”

“You’ll need to take an eight-shooter and a pistol with you,” he said, his movements never ceasing as he sharpened the blade. “And some of the antidote Sadie and Nolan created to combat immortal poisons.”

“I doubt I’ll encounter immortal poisons, but if it eases your worries, I’ll do it.”

His eyes darted between hers, the blue orbs serious as he mulled. “Not all Deamons were open to reforming and joining the kingdom when Crimeous was defeated. The ones who remain at the foothills of the Strok Mountains are extremely evil creatures, Adelyn.”

Lifting a long blade from the table, she gripped the hilt and widened her stance. “I was taught to fight by the greatest warrior on the planet. I like my chances.”

Setting down the sword, Latimus ran a hand over his straight black hair. “A part of me wants to lock you in your room and forbid you to go.”

Adelyn’s lips curved. “That might have worked when I was ten, but it’s not really an option now.” She lay down the weapon and slowly walked around the table. “You’re going to have to trust me.”

Taking her hands, he squeezed them as he searched for words. Lifting his gaze to hers, he said softly, “You’re my little girl. I can’t lose you, sweetheart.”

“Dad,” she sobbed, throwing herself into his arms. Latimus embraced her, love evident in the strokes of his hand over her curls. “I’ll be safe. I promise.”

Drawing back, he held her wrists as he stared into her eyes. “Alrec inhabits that area, and I’m going to send word to him. We still communicate by Morse code since there’s no cell or internet service out there.”

“I don’t need a spy, Dad.”

“He won’t spy,” Latimus said, lifting his eyebrows when she shot him an acerbic look. “I swear. I just need someone close to you in case...”

“Okay,” she said, capitulating at the anxiety in his expression. “Nothing’s going to happen to me, but you can let him know.”

“I have an old map of the area where Alrec documented the food waste sites over the years. It doesn’t have anything more recent than two centuries ago, but it’s better than nothing.”

“I’ll take whatever you can give me,” she said.

“You’ll need to set a firm return date. I assume three weeks will be long enough for your journey?”

Squinting, Adelyn contemplated. “I think so.”

“Good. The first compound you’ll pass on your way back with cell service is Restia. We’ll set a date roughly three weeks from when you depart, and I’ll expect a call on that day that you’ve made it to Restia and are on your way home. If I don’t hear from you, I’m sending the fucking army to come find you, so you need to stick to the schedule, Addie.”

Biting her lip to contain her grin, she tilted her head. “You know, Aunt Miranda and Aunt Evie would say you’re being an overbearing boar. I don’t have to agree to any of your terms since I’m an adult fully capable of making her own decisions.”

The corners of his lips ticked down. “I know. Your aunts are annoying...and they’re also right most of the time.” He playfully rolled his eyes. “But that doesn’t change the fact that you’re my daughter and I need you to placate me a little here. This isn’t easy for me.”

Taking pity on him, she nodded. “Okay. We’ll set a firm return date, and I’ll call you as soon as I’m back at Restia.” Lifting his hand to her lips, she kissed the back. “I’m so lucky to have you and Mom...” Blinking away tears, she formed a warbled smile. “I love you, Dad.”

He drew her back into his arms, their embrace tender and poignant. “Love you too, sweetheart,” he said, his deep voice gravelly with emotion. “Please be safe.”

“I will. Can’t wait to tell you everything when I get back.”

A sliver of light widened across the table as Jack stuck his head inside. “Hey, guys. Mom said to come out here and make sure you weren’t fighting.”

Laughing, Adelyn squeezed her father’s shoulders once more before releasing him. “We’re fine. Just setting some ground rules for my trip.”

“Yeah, Mom told me,” Jack said, his fangs flashing as he grinned beneath his mop of red hair. “Dinner’s ready, so you can tell us all about it.”

Standing, Latimus pointed between his children. “I want you to do some target practice with Jack before you leave so your skills are sharp.”

“Sure. I always love shooting circles around my big brother.”

Jack gave a pfft. “You have mad skills, sis, but I’m going to school you. Mark my words.”

“Challenge accepted.”

Latimus slid his arm around Adelyn’s shoulders, leading her out of the shed as they followed Jack toward the house. Glancing up, she pulled him close and whispered, “Thanks, Dad. I’m sorry we argued before.”

“Me too, sweetheart.” He placed a kiss on her forehead. “I’m proud of you for standing your ground. I hope you discover the answers you’re searching for.”

As they stepped inside, Adelyn inhaled the inviting aroma of the freshly cooked meal. Embracing her father’s words, she acknowledged the restlessness deep in her soul, hoping she would find the answers to sate it on her journey.
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Chapter 4
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A week later, Adelyn zipped her backpack, mentally running through the items it contained. A tent, a sleeping bag, canned beans, her pistol and eight-shooter, sleeping gear, a book to read during her breaks, extra clothing, a raincoat, and toiletries. The pack was rather large, so she’d tried to only include the basics. The terrain was rough, and she didn’t want to tax her energy more than necessary.

Lifting the pack, she grunted as she heaved it on her back. Glancing around her bedroom one last time, sentiment swirled within. What answers would she hold once she returned? Excited to find out, she marched down the stairs to where her family was waiting outside.

Jack was closest, so she stopped in front of him and removed her pack before setting it on the ground.

“You’re going to fall over under that thing,” he teased, eying it as he craned his neck.

“I’ll be fine.” Rising to her toes, she slid her arms around his neck, squeezing so tight he wheezed.

“Remember to carry the eight-shooter at your waist once you enter the woods,” he said softly.

Nodding, she drew back and squeezed his shoulders. “Love you.”

“Love you,” he whispered.

Next was her little brother, Symon, although he wasn’t little anymore. He’d recently graduated from the university at Valeria and now towered over Adelyn. White fangs rested on his lips under his wire-rimmed glasses as he extended his arms.

Adelyn stepped into his embrace, hugging him tight before releasing. “Don’t go breaking any hearts while I’m gone.”

“I think I’m what the humans would refer to as a ‘dork’ so that shouldn’t be a problem.”

Laughing, she shook her head. “You’re brilliant and love science. The right woman’s going to snatch you up. Mark my words.”

“Not for a while,” Lila said beside them, gliding her arm over Symon’s shoulders. “He’s my baby and I need him here since you all want to leave me.”

Smiling at her mother, Adelyn drew her close. “I’m never leaving you, Mom. Even if I find the love of my life and move three compounds away, you’re never getting rid of me.”

Lila cupped Adelyn’s cheeks as tears streamed down her face. “I hope that’s true.”

Swiping Lila’s cheeks with her thumbs, Adelyn whispered, “Thank you for supporting me in this. I love you.”

“Love you, sweetie.”

Facing Latimus, Adelyn stepped into his arms, clutching for dear life. “Please don’t worry, Dad. You taught me everything you know, and I plan to put it to good use.”

He drew back, smoothing a hand over her curls as his eyes shone with emotion. “I hope you find what you’re looking for, Addie.”

“Me too.” Lifting to her toes, she pressed one last kiss to his cheek. “Love you.”

Returning to her pack, she hauled it over her shoulder before carrying it to the four-wheeler


[image: image]







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLINGVAIUNSHIOIRS






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image004.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





