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      Glendula

      

      Present day

      The breeze is cold against my skin as I look at the vast expanse of lush land before me. From my perch on top of the hill, I can clearly see him fishing near the bayou below. The sunlight is glistening off the surface of the water and the top of his head. The wavy mahogany strands of his hair lift in the wind and the glare from the midday Louisiana sun makes the color appear a rich, deep auburn when it hits it exactly right.

      His skin is a light golden brown from spending so much time outdoors and his shoulders are broad and strong looking under the black t-shirt he wears. It hugs him in all the right places and perfectly showcases his physique. He has the look of a man who is not afraid of working with his hands instead of looking like one of the preening peacocks that like to spend hours in what I have heard the humans call a gym on one of my trips into the city.

      His legs are long and taut under the faded fabric of his trousers. They too hug him in places that instinctually draw my gaze. He intrigues me and leaves me feeling strange in my center. Gazing at him causes my stomach to jump, as though butterflies or dragonflies are flitting about; and also causes my throat to tingle, as if I have just consumed some of the liquid uninhibitor that is so common amongst the people of my Hollow.

      I have tasted the blue concoction with the millions of tiny bubbles that explode in your mouth the few times Loreen and I have swiped some from her father, the brewer, and snuck out to observe the human world from the tree-tops and atop the streetlights of the bustling city late at night. The drink always leaves us giggling and feeling floaty while loosening our tongues.

      Which is not a good thing for me… since I am constantly being chastised for speaking out of turn anyway.

      Loreen, my best friend since we were flightlings, is always trying to curb my tongue and keep me from getting into trouble. Tis just so hard for me. I never seem to think before I release my words. I think it and it just flows out of my mouth like water racing down the bayou after a storm.

      I simply cannot help it. I think it and it just flows past my lips.

      Tis a trait that is considered very unattractive amongst our people. Floris, females of our species, Enchanters, are typically subservient and quiet. Females are revered, however, we are mostly seen and not heard. With the exception of the Queen.

      Unfortunately, I am decidedly not. A fact which causes my family much strife.

      After all, I am not just any Florean… I am Princess Glendula… the eldest child and only daughter of Queen Dandelea… the leader of our people… and I am the next in line for the throne.

      A queen has always ruled Florenea… but she is supposed to listen to the council of her Kindred and the Ring of Eldua… all of whom are males of our clan.

      In fact… my coronation is supposed to happen in seven moon cycles… in human terms… about seven months.

      That is a problem. A big one.

      Because to take the throne… I need a Kindred… I need to be bonded to my one true mate. Though I have tried, I have really tried, there is not a single Florean male I am the least bit inclined to be bonded to for the rest of my life. And there is not a male alive that I want to be subservient to.

      Why on earth would I want to let a man tell me how to run my own life? Tis my life and I should have sole control over it with the exception of ruling my Hollow and serving my people. I want to be true to them and rule them well and just. But I do not want to be untrue to myself to do that.

      Tis quite a conundrum I find myself in.

      Which is exactly how I came to be out here… once again… at the top of this hill in the middle of L’Amour Bayou, outside of the safety of our wards, watching him.

      I cannot seem to stop myself. From the first moment I laid eyes on the beautiful Unexceptional, three moon cycles ago, he is the only male I find myself attracted to.

      I feel a pull that I cannot deny. Tis as if there is an invisible string between us… connecting us. Each time I see him, it feels like he is calling to me… and the draw is stronger every day.

      Tis utterly impossible of course. For he is human, and I am… not.

      Therefore, I can never do more than gaze upon him though everything in me wants to be in his presence and actually see him… touch him… and let him see and touch me.

      Tis naught but a dream… a fantasy though.

      After all, contact between a royal Exceptional of any kind, like myself, and an Unexceptional is absolutely forbidden.
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      Glendula

      

      I am once again perched at the top of a Water Oak tree on top of the bluff overlooking the bank of the bayou where he likes to fish. Tis been four days since he was last here, and I was getting dismayed to think he had found another fishing spot. As I watch him cast his rod into the bayou, my thoughts wandered.

      This morning was… unpleasant to say the least. My mother, Queen Dandelea, sent word with Sorren, my cousin, and the newest member of the Ring of Eldua, much to his dismay, that my presence was needed in the council room.

      Twas not a request… it was a summons. One I did not dare ignore.

      To say I was surprised to see him at my chamber doorstep would be a gross understatement. Had he not been a relative, his being near my bedchamber would have been most inappropriate.

      I was weaving flowers through my long dark blonde braid, so I could wrap it around my head when I heard the sharp rap at the door. Since I had already sent my maiden away to take her own breakfast, I called out, “Yes,” expecting it to be one of my beloved yet rowdy and annoying younger brothers. I do so adore the four of them.

      Instead Sorren’s strong baritone voice called back, “Dula, ‘tis Sorren. You’re needed in the council room. I’m here to escort you.”

      My heart stopped beating for a scant second before racing as if I was caught in the fierce winds of an angry summer water storm.

      On no… Tis time. They shall tell me I have to choose my mate. I am not ready. I do not want to do this. Tis not right.

      My hands shook as I hastily tied a vine around the base of the thick plait to hold my braid in place and swallowed. I knew stalling would be futile. I could not put the meeting off.

      Crossing the room on heavy bare feet that seemed to catch on every pebble and root beneath them, I opened the door.

      Sorren smiled down at me slightly and his crystal blue eyes showed me he knew exactly what I was feeling. He did not need to read my mind, a trait of all Enchanters, to decipher my emotions. Not that he could anyway… though my face is quite easy to read.

      His skin has always fascinated me. It is light blue but iridescent. Hues of every blue imaginable can be seen glinting off of his broad, bare chest. The most prominent color, a royal blue, proved to me that he definitely knew that part of me wanted to ignore his presence and simply flee.

      I sighed quietly as I saw his snow-white hair shift against his shoulders as he gave a quick shake of his head… another action that meant there was no way I could dissuade him from escorting me to the council room. My full lips flattened into a scowl as I watched his hair settle and fall straight again to graze his extremely defined waist.

      I have always been jealous of the beautiful color and the fact that it holds not the slightest hint of a wave or curl.

      Tis just so unfair!

      My own hair is a wild mess if I leave it down. Which is why I always have it in the braid and wrap it almost as a crown on my head. It is utterly untamable otherwise.

      Smiling again wryly, he held out his elbow to me and said, “You know it’s best not to keep them waiting.”

      My hand was not at all steady as I placed it in the crook of his elbow. What else could I possibly do? He smiled with understanding as he patted my tight grip on it and turned me toward the council room. I murmured, “I know. I really do not want to go though… I know that you can sense that. Tis about my mate…” I rolled my eyes, “Or rather, my lack of a mate, is it not?”

      His light blue eyes, the color of the sky on a clear Louisiana day, looked down at me and the corner of his lip rose just slightly as he nodded. “It is. Dula, you’re almost one and twenty. You should have a mate by now… you know you cannot take the throne without being bonded to your Kindred.”

      My emerald green eyes flashed at him, and I growled, “I know that dear cousin. I have seven moon cycles until I am one and twenty and I do not have to be bonded until then… I still have time…” My pulse raced as I thought about just how short seven moon cycles actually was. My throat hitched as I pulled on Sorren’s thick arm.

      He stopped, even though he is much taller and stronger than I am. His voice was full of sympathy, instead of his usual mischief and sarcasm, as he said, “I know… but, you have no prospects, Dula. You spend your time with no suitable males. In fact, I haven’t seen you spend your time with any males.” He sighs and pulls me slightly so that we start walking again, though I purposely shorten my already short steps, so he is forced to slow down some, or else, he’d be dragging me down the beautiful corridor of flowers, trees, and vines. He sighs though he humors me. “You spend your time with Loreen or disappear off into the bayou… I know you resent the throne, but you will be Queen. And, as such, you must be bonded. You simply have no choice in the matter.”

      He was right about most of it… only I do not resent the throne. I know tis my duty and my destiny to rule Florenea, but I am in quite a predicament. I cannot, nor do I want to, denounce the throne and I cannot take the throne without being bonded to my Kindred.

      How am I supposed to bond with my Kindred when there is no one I love?

      Why can I not love one of the many eligible Florean males?

      Is there something wrong with me?

      There has never been a Florean Queen who wasn’t bonded to her Florean Kindred.

      A queen must be bonded, and she must bond with her one true love… her Kindred. It is simply the way.

      So, why am I not only unbonded, but also uninterested in any Florean male?

      Something is certainly not quite right with me?

      What will happen to my people if I am unable to reign?

      What will happen to me?

      Without realizing it, I had stopped walking again and my breath was coming in short spurts that were not quite filling my lungs. Sorren’s voice broke through my panic as his hands cupped my shoulders. “Dula… You must calm yourself. A future queen cannot give into her panic. You must portray calm even when you are in turmoil. Rein it in. We must go...

      “The Council awaits you.”

      My voice sounded nothing like me as I frantically whispered, “What if I cannot do what is necessary, Sorren? What will happen to Florenea… and to me?”

      His eyes locked on mine as if he were trying to read my thoughts, though it would be futile. An Enchanter cannot read another Exceptionals thoughts. He sees the fear in my eyes, but he turns and takes my hand again, placing it in the crook of his elbow. He starts walking again, pulling me along as my feet continued to shuffle on the moss-covered floor. He mutters, “I have absolutely no idea…

      “It’s’s never happened before.”

      We reach the council doors just then, and the Florenean guards stand at attention. The guard on the right of the flower covered doors nods at me and bows before standing at attention again. “Princess Glendula. Noble Sorren. The Queen and the Council are ready for you.”

      Sorren nods back at him and pats my hand where it is now cutting into the skin of his elbow. My fingers are gripping him so tightly I am certain I am breaking his skin with my nails. “We’d best not leave them waiting then.” His voice was strong and sure.

      I wish I were as certain.

      The doors were swung open and the scent of the Carolina and Confederate jasmine vines, colorful wild roses, and honeysuckle vines that have woven together to create the beautiful and strong doors, wafted up to envelop my senses. The fragrance almost calmed me… almost.

      Twelve sets of eyes centered on me. Sorren walked me to stand in front of the circular table created from the woven branches of various trees and ivy vines.  The center of the table was open, and a small lake filled with lily pads and beautiful algae created a picture of calm and peace. His rich voice carried throughout the open room as he said, “Princess Glendula.” Not that an introduction was needed. It was simply a formality. After all, I had been summoned here. He then left me to take his place on the large empty chair made from cypress and vines that made up his seat at the council table. Some of the other Elders stared at me from their seats made from flattened boulders and limestone.

      My mother, Queen Dandelea, pinned me with eyes that mirrored my own in shape and color, rich emerald green, as she spoke, wasting no time in getting to the heart of the matter at hand. “Your coronation is scheduled, Glendula…

      “We simply must get you bonded…”

      The Ring of Eldua nodded along with her words.

      Of course, they agree…

      My mother stated that as I was not taking my bonding as seriously as I should have been and since I did not appear to be seeking out my mate, my mate would simply be brought to me. Every eligible Florean male would come to me and from them… the fates would decide…

      As I could do naught but agree, it was decided that my courting would begin at daybreak on the morrow.

      After all, I had to bond with one of them…

      Right?!

      This plan must work... It must. Mayhap I’m just not allowing myself to fall for anyone because I am not giving them a chance.

      I am supposed to know as soon as I meet my Kindred that he is my mate. Tis the way of our people… of all Exceptionals really. Therefore, I had to bond with one of them…

      I simply had to.

      But alas… I was not at all keen on the idea.

      Could the Council force a bond if I were unable to find my Kindred?

      Oh, Glendula, you must give this endeavor your full attention. I must find my mate.

      He has to exist…

      He is here. Within my grasp.

      I simply have not made his acquaintance yet…

      I must find the one who was made just for me. I must. Tis all there is to it…

      I am meant to be Queen and I cannot be queen without being bonded…

      My mate is out there…

      Someplace.
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      I cannot take my eyes off of him as he reels in his catches and places them one after the other in a blue box with a white top. It appears as if it is some sort of container to keep the fish from spoiling in the hot afternoon sun. The box also appears to be very full. He seems to have had a very fruitful day.

      He throws out the line again and I can barely see a red and white bobble as it bobs on the top of the murky bayou. It is exceedingly small, but from watching him I have come to understand that when it jumps in the water it signifies that a fish is has attached itself to the string of the stick he is holding.

      It certainly gives the impression of being a remarkably effective method of catching the catfish that live in our bayou.

      The red and white bobble almost disappears under the water, and I hear his laugh as it carries on the breeze. I smile as I partake in his joy of catching yet another fish. My eyes are locked on him as he pulls his catch from the water.

      I am so captivated by him that I do not feel the presence until it settles beside me in the top of the tree. An angry voice directly at my side causes me to jump, “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Dula? Have you completely lost your senses?!” My wings burst from my back in defense, fluttering wildly, beating against him.

      I scream in fright, “Sorren! Wha… What are you doing out here? Are you following me? Are you to keep track of me now?”

      Sorren’s white eyebrows draw together as his eyes flash and he snarls, “What am I doing out here? What am I… What are you doing out here, Dula?” His own wings curl around his body, wrapping him in a protective cocoon to escape my assault.

      I finally regain control of myself and inhale tightly as I calm my wings. Frowning in embarrassment at my attacking him…in defense of myself… and reading his ire, I mutter, “I am simply getting some air. You scared the life out of me! And you did not answer my question…

      “Are you tracking me, cousin?”

      His stark white brow raises so high it almost disappears into his hairline and his lip curls. “Getting air? You needed to come past the protection of the wards and sit at the top of this particular tree to get air? There is no other air in the entire bayou?” His lips purse as he continues to stare down at me in blatant censure.

      Shaking my head to clear the last of the frights within me, I straighten my shoulders and sharply reply. “I happen to like this tree. This is my tree. I am perfectly safe up here, hidden in the top-most branches…

      “And, you still haven’t answered my question.”

      His hair fans out across his shoulders again as he nods and shrugs. “Yes, I am tracking you.” My heart starts beating faster as my anger at his admission grows. He can clearly see it on my face, so he holds up a hand and says, “Dula… you’re the future Queen of our people. You are not bonded to your Kindred, though you are well past the age where you should be. You disappear into the bayou for eons at a time instead of actively searching for your mate… and though you are safe for the moment in the treetop, the bayou is not safe unless you’re within the wards of the Hollow.” He mutters something imperceptible as his eyes look past me and settle on the male on the banks of the bayou… the Unexceptional male. They harden to blue ice, and he grimaces. “And… here I find you… the Crown Princess of Florenea watching a human. You are lucky tis I who is tracking you and not one of the guards at the request of your mother. What do you think would happen then?!”

      I am caught. I cannot deny what I was doing. Sorren has found me watching the human. He is right. If it had been a guard at the request of my mother and they had discovered my in this situation… it would not have ended well.

      I was only looking. I have not done anything wrong!

      I have not revealed myself. The Unexceptional does not even know I am here.

      And, he does not have to say ‘human’ in such a way… as if it is a horrible word. I know for a fact that he partakes his masculine pleasures with human females on occasion!

      I growl at Sorren. “Yes, I am watching a human. Watching him. I have not shown myself. I have not had contact of any kind. He has no idea that I even exist. I am not doing anything wrong, Sorren.”

      His eyes swirl as he scowls. “The Queen and the Council will not like it.”

      Whirling on him, I exclaim, “They will not even know… not unless you tell them. Are you going to share my secret with them, cousin?”

      His hands brush through his long hair as he twists his lips in thought. Finally, he looks over at me and I can already tell that he will keep my secret.

      He says, “You know I will not tell them what it is you do out here all day. However, you need to focus on finding your mate. That needs to be what has your attention, Dula, not whatever the fascination with this human is.”

      I nod and sigh, “I know you are right. I will make finding my mate my priority.”

      Though, I know in my heart this will not be the last time I come out to see him. Even if watching him from the treetop is the only thing I shall ever be able to do.

      Of course, watching him is all I will do…

      Though, my heart beats as if I am telling myself an untruth.

      I am watching him so intently that I instantly see when he stops and glances over his shoulder before turning completely and looking in a circle. It almost appears as if he is looking for something.

      He turns again and looks up the hill, precisely at the top of the tree where Sorren and I are perched. Even from this distance, I see his brows draw together as though he is concentrating.

      Gasping, I mutter, “There is no way he knows we are here…

      “No way he could see us from there.”

      Tis true. He cannot. Even if he were at the base of the tree, there would be no way he could see us. For, we are not our normal size… We are currently the size that we travel and keep watch in… barely as large as a small pebble. He would not even be able to see the speck of light that we put off. And, if he could, he would simply think it was a light bug that flits through the bayou at night.

      In the middle of the day…

      My stomach tightens and I feel unable to catch my breath as I watch him stare intently into the tree.

      Sorren mutters, “What the hell? Dula…” His voice is accusatory.

      I have not done anything, Sorren!

      Finally, he shakes his head as if to clear it and returns his attention to the water. But he once again turns back and looks straight at the branch Sorren, and I are on.

      What is he doing? WHY is he looking this way?

      Tis impossible for him to know we are here. He cannot see us.

      Plus, he is an Unexceptional… he cannot see us much less sense us.

      Though, it certainly appears as if he knows we are here.

      He cannot though… that is preposterous.

      Finally, he turns back to the bayou. I sigh in relief as Sorren sharply says, “We need to return to the Hollow at once.”
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      Sorren

      

      What the hell is Dula doing? Why is she out here observing this man?

      She is the future Queen of our people and cannot be out here dallying and wasting time. She should be spending time finding her Kindred not on watching this Unexceptional.

      I do understand the allure of Unexceptionals. I’ve spent many a night between the thighs of a beautiful human female. However, that is not going to happen with Dula.

      Why is HE looking at the branch we’re upon as if he knows we’re here, though?! That’s impossible.

      It certainly appears as if he knows we’re here though. Or perhaps he senses something is. Which he should not be able to do.

      I need to get Dula back to the Hollow and the safety of the wards.
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      Glendula

      

      Suddenly, a low ominous snarl in the trees of the bayou down the hill has both Sorren and I tensing as he instinctively and protectively grabs me.

      I gasp at the strength of his fingers as they painfully dig into my upper arm. My head whirls towards the location the sound came from, and my eyes widen as I see the hideous black beast through the foliage. Immediately, my only thought is getting to him.

      My head rapidly looks from the imminent danger to him and back several times. His hand is seemingly frozen on his pole as his head sharply jerks toward the blood-curdling sound. I cannot breathe as I frantically watch the scene playing out before me in absolute panic.

      He shields his eyes with his hand to better see into the trees without the glare from the bright afternoon sun blinding him.

      Before I realize what I am doing, I jump up and my wings protrude from my back. It startles Sorren so much, he releases his grip on my arm. He jumps to his feet swiftly and his own massive wings unfurl as he grabs for me. His panic is obvious as he snaps, “Do not even think it, Dula!”

      Paying him absolutely no heed, I jump from the safety of the branches and take off, toward him and the danger. My only thought is to protect him… though in all honesty, I cannot.

      Sorren screams at me, “DULA! NO!” his horrified voice carries on the wind as he takes off after me.

      Ignoring him and the sheer terror heard in his voice, my only thought is to get to him.

      No. He will not die today. He cannot. I forbid it.

      As I frantically fly down the hill, I grow in size until I am no longer a tiny orb of green light.

      Sorren’s light also grows as he morphs into his normal size and furiously races after me. He should easily be able to catch me with his superior size and speed; but tis as if I am possessed with the need to save him. I just need to get to him before the evil beast does.

      My wings are frenzied with intent. I make it down the hill in mere seconds. My eyes flash to him. He is perfectly still as if he is a statue. His mouth is hanging open and his rapidly blinking eyes is his only movement as he watches the massive beast gain ground on him. He is not even attempting to run, though it would be futile.

      My lungs burn with the strain of my flight.

      Sorren is gaining on me. I can feel the wind from his harshly flapping wings. But nothing can stop me from my purpose in this moment.

      I know I’m supposed to help him. I feel it. I don’t know how, or why, but I know. The pull between us I’ve felt since the first moment I saw him is suddenly shimmering… I can actually see it. It looks like a continuous stream of golden thread… and it is connecting my chest to his.

      Whoa… What?

      What is that? Where did it come from?

      Can Sorren see it?

      Is it really there?!

      Is my panic in this moment and the bright afternoon sun causing me to see things that do not exist?!

      I land mere feet from him, and his gaze leaves the beast to look at me in stupefaction. His pupils are huge with fear, shock, and confusion. His eyes widen even more, more than I thought was even possible, as Sorren harshly lands beside me with a snarl, “Are you mad? Why would you come this way?” He grabs my arm forcefully with the intent to take off into flight and escape the imminent danger. I feel his power as his fingers forcefully dig into my upper arm.

      Shaking him off with strength that bursts from within my chest, I stare in terror at the beast that is now mere feet from us. He looks from me to it and inhales harshly. He whispers, “Wha- what the fuck is happening?” The sound of his voice instantly awakens something inside of me but there is no time to dwell on it.

      The beast eyes us with undisputable hunger and his charred hands reach for us as his oily black claws begin to elongate. Sorren suddenly sends a burst of intense blue light at the beast as he shoves me with his power and yells, “Dula… go…”

      The beast flicks his thick black lizard-like tail at Sorren with seemingly no effort and I grab his arm and attempt to take flight. My only thought in the moment is to get all of us away from the danger.

      He stares at me and mutters almost incoherently, “What…? Who…? I think I’m having a nightmare…”

      Wrapping my arms around his waist, I am somehow able to lift us both a few feet off the ground, though I am struggling with his height and weight. He’s so much bigger than I am. But the beast suddenly whirls back to me, ignoring Sorren’s continuous pelts of light, as I take to the air. I am gaining altitude. I think will make it! The beast whips his tail at us, catching me in the right wing. I feel it snap and the pain is so instant that my breath is ripped from within my lungs. With a cry of immense pain, I drop him, and we both fall to the bank of the bayou.

      Oh no… I have killed us. We are all going to die.

      Sorren is throwing orbs of his bright light at the beast desperately trying to distract it as I whimper in pain. He just stares at me in shock and concern. Sorren’s petrified screams echo in my ears and seem to bounce around my head. “Dula, you have to get up. Rise. You have to go…

      “Damnit…”

      I cannot go. Tis impossible.

      My wing is broken, and I cannot outrun the beast.

      I cannot help HIM…

      I cannot help any of us…

      We are all dead…

      The Forsaken is about to kill us all…

      HIM… me… Sorren…

      What have I done?

      Oh no… what have I done?!

      A single tear escapes as I roll my head to the side and reach for him.

      The beast rages as Sorren’s orbs pelt him relentlessly. Disorienting him but not enough.

      His hand grips my fingers and I gasp as an electric current shoots up my arm from the pads of his fingers touching my skin. What is this feeling? My chest pulses and the golden thread seems to thicken between us. My eyes lock on his and he whispers, “Who are you? Where did you come from? What are you? What is happening right now? Is this real? This can’t be real…

      “Am I drunk?”

      Before I can answer him, the beast once again pins us with his angry ruby gaze. Its irises seem to pulse as angry flames dance within their fathomless black depths. The beast charges. Its leathery black skin reflects the sun, looking like an oil slick. The curved onyx horns protruding from its temples seem to widen and lengthen as it looms over us. It reaches for out us with gnarled and charred hands tipped with oozing talons.

      I quickly roll so that my body covers his and futilely attempt to protect him from the demon. My undamaged wing drapes over us both as if to weave a protective cocoon around us. My head turns and I helplessly watch the beast.

      I am touching him. I am touching a human…

      He is even more beautiful in person…

      But this is all pointless...

      I am going to die…

      We are all going to die.

      I have set forth a chain of events that will kill us all.

      What have I done?

      Sorren flies at the demon as if to tackle it. Its thick, fire singed, arm swipes as if swatting an annoying gnat and as it connects with Sorren’s blue chest. He flies through the air like he is completely weightless.

      My sad emerald gaze follows his massive, muscled body as he crumples to the ground in a heap a good distance away. Oh, Sorren. I am so sorry. Right before the beast is on us, I look down at him. “I am so sorry…

      “I cannot protect you… not from the Forsaken.”

      His eyes pierce mine and I feel like I am drowning in their green depths. What a strange color. They are almost the exact color of the Weeping Willow leaves. His brow creases as he continues to look at me. Then, his gaze strays beyond me… I feel the beast’s rancid breath wafting over us as it sears the back of my neck. With the scent of death and despair enveloping us, I can only stare at the beautiful human underneath me as I wait for the death blow to come and my soul to be removed from my body.

      His voice is hard and strong as he bellows, “NO! Stop! Don’t do this!

      “LEAVE!

      “Leave us alone!”

      This is it. Finding my mate is completely irrelevant now…

      Savoring this moment here with HIM as I break all of the rules and expose myself and what I am…

      It no longer matters.

      I will not survive this encounter…

      None of us will.

      I hear Sorren’s pain-filled groan and chance a peek at him over my screaming shoulder. He is struggling to his feet with his beautiful eyes locked on the angry beast at my back.

      I see his eyes widen in absolute shock, and then… I no longer feel the burn of the creature’s breath upon my skin.

      He stares with remarkable, unblinking eyes over my shoulder and bellows, “LEAVE! I said leave!

      “Get the fuck out of here!”

      Rolling slightly while still covering his body with mine, I glance over my shoulder and see the Forsaken shake his head vehemently and snarl at us. It is tearing up the ground in its rage as it slowly backs away seemingly against its own accord… toward the trees.

      I gasp and watch until it disappears through the thick, dense branches. Its furious snarls fade with the wind.

      Tis leaving…

      Why is it leaving?

      It does not seem to want to leave. But tis leaving.

      It did not kill us.

      WHY did it not kill us?!

      My eyes fly to Sorren’s, and I can see that he is as perplexed as I am. His eyes move from me to what’s underneath me… him.

      I can feel my hair all around my face as I look down into the stunned eyes of the man beneath me. The unruly waves envelope both of our faces and gives the illusion of privacy.

      My emerald eyes cannot break contact from the mossy green ones looking up at me. I cannot breathe. I feel as if I am free falling from a great distance, gliding with the wind, though, I am certainly not since one of my wings is broken.

      Suddenly the gravity of the situation consumes me.

      I tried to save HIM.

      I endangered my own life… and Sorren’s… to save him from a Forsaken…

      An unescapable feat…

      Yet, we are alive…

      All of us.

      How are we alive?

      And… how am I going to untangle myself from the fact that I not only broke the sacred laws of our people by exposing myself to an Unexceptional… a human… but I am also currently lying on top of the said Unexceptional?!

      What have I done?

      My chest burns and rumbles as the Unexceptional I have exposed myself… and Sorren to speaks with caution and uncertainty from beneath me, “U-um… are you real? Did that just happen? Or, have the long works days, this sun, and the beers I’ve had caused me to hallucinate?”

      His voice is as smooth as fresh golden honey dripping from the comb though my reaction to it is anything but calm. My stomach and chest feel as if thousands of butterflies have taken up residence inside of me. Every millimeter of skin touching him feels electric. It feels alive.

      My core is literally pulsing.

      Leaning back slightly, I inhale rapidly, trying to fill my lungs, before looking over to Sorren.

      His face looks thunderous as he hears the Unexceptional speak and he realizes what words he just uttered.

      Shaking my head at him, I lean up on my palms and wince as my broken wing hangs limply at my side. The pain of the fracture is excruciating and tis hard to breathe without crying out.

      I cannot retract my wing…

      I cannot hide what I am…

      Oh no…

      What exactly have I done?

      What will the repercussions of this be?

      However will I extract myself from this situation?

      Trying to remain calm, I answer him. “No, I think you have had too much of the sun and the… er… beers.

      “This is certainly not real. You are dreaming… Yes, you are simply dreaming.”
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      Fynn

      

      Of course, I’m dreaming.

      The vision looming above me is proof of that. Women this beautiful don’t really exist.

      Her face is the most exquisite thing I could ever imagine. She looks like an angel, and I swear that she has wings. Yeah, she’s an angel.

      Since this is a dream, will I go to Hell for wanting to love this angel?! I don’t think I’m supposed to have lustful thoughts about divine creatures.

      Yet, everything in me is wide awake and yearning like nothing I’ve ever felt for the angel within my mind.
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      Glendula

      

      He sighs and his head falls back against the ground. His hand reaches up toward me and his calloused palm cups my face. I gasp at the feel of his hand on my cheek and the fact that every part of me feels his touch…

      Every part of me.

      My thighs tingle and the space between them heats up as if it were kindling and a spark was just tossed at it.

      What is this amazing feeling?

      How do I hold onto it forever?

      He murmurs, “Of course I’m dreaming… you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever dreamed of. Never have my dreams been filled with a vision like you…

      “You’re an angel. That’s what you are.”

      His hand leaves my cheek and curls around the back of my neck, weaving his fingers through my wild hair. “There’s no way in hell that you really exist. But since I’m dreaming… and this is all in my head, I’m going to do exactly what I want.” Before I can take another breath, he pulls my head down to his and slants his full lips over mine.

      I have been kissed before… I am not a chaste, untouched woman. I have even enjoyed the few kisses I have received. But never have I felt like this.

      His mouth is both warm and soft as he brushes his soft lips against my own before his tongue traces the seam of my lips as if waiting for an invitation to enter. I gasp as electricity once again fills my body, starting at the press of our lips and traveling down my entire being, only ending as my toes curl into my feet. My parted lips are the invitation he was apparently waiting for, and he wastes no time in accepting it. His tongue slips past my lips and lightly touches mine before gliding through my mouth in a thorough sweep.

      He growls deep in his throat as my tongue slides against his and I lightly trace his teeth, memorizing every crevice. My hands are pressed into his firm chest, and I can feel the rapid racing of his heart beneath my palm. His hand tightens in my hair as he angles his head to further deepen the kiss. He sucks on my tongue as his other hand cups my bottom and pulls me more intimately down onto his body. His hard, warm, utterly perfect body.

      Tis as if he wants to consume me.

      My hips instinctually press against his and I mewl as I feel the evidence of his enjoyment of the kiss we are sharing against my thigh. My hands roam over his body, tracing the ridges of firm skin and muscle, and need incinerates me. More. I need more. This is not enough. I cannot get enough of his taste and his touch.

      Tis everything I have ever wanted and never imagined within my wildest fantasies. I never want to escape from this moment.

      An incensed voice breaks through the haze of my want though it takes a bit for me to regain my bearings.

      “Dula! What the hell do you think you’re doing? Stop it!

      “You cannot do this!”

      Leaning back, I reluctantly break the kiss and turn my glazed and unfocused eyes toward the interruption. It takes several moments for me to see clearly. When my vision clears, I clearly see a livid Sorren.

      His voice has me once again turning back to him. “Ok, angel… what’s your name anyway? I need to know.” Tis as if he does not even know that Sorren is there. He only has eyes for me. I cannot help but respond to everything he is.

      My name…

      He wants to know my name…

      Sorren snaps, “No! Absolutely not!”

      Ignoring him, I look into the mossy green eyes of my human and trace the planes of his face with my finger as I breathlessly say, “Glendula…

      “My name is Glendula.”

      Smiling widely, he says, “That sounds like a fairy tale princess…

      “I’m Fynn.”

      He thinks I have a princess name… oh my…

      I do.

      But… his name is Fynn.

      Before I can respond, Sorren harshly strikes him in the side of his head with his closed fist. His mossy green eyes roll back before closing and his mouth goes slack as he falls into unconsciousness.

      Glaring at Sorren in rage and disbelief, I screech, “You hit him!”

      Sorren grabs my arm none too lightly and yanks me to my feet. He is in my face and his eyes look like a swirling blue tornado in his rage. “Of course, I hit him! He saw us and our wings! You told him your name!” His hand swings out wildly and he gestures to Fynn’s prone body on the grass. “You kissed him! You were moving
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