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      Dear Reader,

      This is the very first series I wrote. Full of magic and romance, the Storm Lords mix danger and adventure. But as times have changed, my skill with words has gotten better, and I knew this series would be the perfect fit for an extensive revision.

      The  Storm Lords are now in first person point-of-view and part of my Between the Shadows world. It’s been so much fun to revisit such bold characters. I hope you enjoy this collection!
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        Tanselm, a pocket dimension out of the Fae Realm

      

      

      The day Queen Ravyn gave birth, the land of Tanselm rejoiced. The Light of the Storm Lords would continue, a swell of power to protect Tanselm from a growing evil that continued to rot much of the land beyond their borders.

      King Faustus had the power of the wind, and his brothers each controlled a different element. His new sons would be the same, claiming the power of either wind, fire, water, or earth.

      Faustus and his brothers, the other three Storm Lords, loved one another and all their people. A family in harmony with nature and each other. The people knew this simple truth and were glad.

      On this fine day, while the suns rose high over fertile fields and lush, forested mountains, they celebrated, content the magic of their peace and prosperity would continue under the eyes of new princes of power. The borders would grow strong again, and their protection from the rest of the fae and dark worlds would flourish.

      Though pleased beyond measure, the king had no intention of letting down his guard.

      Sentries continued to protect those inside the city walls, while soldiers patrolled the grounds around the kingdom, tapering off at each border with the other Storm Lord strongholds.

      “My love, you have made me so very happy.” Faustus kissed his wife, their love a bright beacon that held him steady during the darkest of times.

      She smiled at him, her hair plastered to her sweat-covered face, her expression wan yet joyous. Like Faustus, his queen had a wealth of power inside her. Strong of mind and body, she had worked diligently alongside him to protect their people.

      But this day, she’d gone beyond any hope he might have had, giving birth not to the twins they’d expected, but the Royal Four—quadruplet identical princes brimming with power.

      “I’m so happy. And tired, Faustus.”

      The ladies tending to her side chuckled.

      “Tired, indeed.” The royal midwife clucked. “I don’t need second sight to know these princes will be a handful.” She shot Faustus a look. “A lot like their father, I’ll wager.”

      As one, the babes started squalling, and the room turned hot then cold, windy then rumbling as the rock around them shook.

      Faustus blinked at the babies lying all together in their massive bassinet. “That wasn’t me.”

      “It wasn’t me either,” Ravyn said, a twinkle in her eyes before she gave a large yawn. “We’re going to have a lot of work ahead of us, Faustus.”

      “Aye, and I can’t wait.” He felt tears slip down his cheeks as he stared at his amazing wife. He leaned down to kiss her, then turned to his sons. All healthy, now quiet, and so incredibly beautiful. He wanted to hold them tight, to kiss and hug each child and imprint upon them a gift of love that would never fade.

      “Sire, we have trouble.” The deep voice arrived before the sorcerer did, Arim’s tall, graceful figure draped in robes of flowing black, a look of menace on his face. “Netharat have attacked a farm to the south. Our guards have disappeared.” Arim glanced from king to the queen. His eyes narrowed as the children cried once more.

      As he stared down at them, Faustus wondered what he thought. He didn’t have to wait long.

      Arim bowed his head and planted his fist upon his heart. “With my life, I’ll protect them.”

      “I know you will, my friend. Now come, we have evil to dispatch.”

      Arim raised his head and smirked. “‘To dispatch?’ You’ve been reading the old texts again, haven’t you? Trying to sound smarter than you are, hmm?”

      One of the ladies attending the queen gasped, while the other rolled her eyes.

      The midwife huffed. “Off with ye, ye great reprobate. And try bowing before yer lord, our great king. Dunderhead.”

      Arim scowled, but before he could potentially set fire to Old Tilly’s dress, Faustus whipped them both through space and time to the farm under attack, saddened to find such death and destruction on this day that should have been filled with joy.

      Arim didn’t waste time and set to taking out the dark, bent creatures more shadow than man, corrupted by an evil that had been around since before Faustus’s grandfather. The Netharat—a tribe of misshapen creatures who feasted on flesh and souls, leeching onto despair even as they blighted everything they touched.

      The king and sorcerer would have to burn the farm once they took care of the creatures. Wraiths, kobolds, and phantoms mixed with tainted shifters. Only the pure light of the elements could contain them.

      Alongside Arim, Faustus called upon the powers given to him at birth. Strengthened by the love for his queen and his newly born sons, he destroyed the evil bent on warping his world. He and Arim laid the dead to rest then set fire to the farm and everything in it, frustrated by the senseless loss.

      “I’ll finish,” Arim said. “Go back to your queen, my king. And protect the hope that is all that stands between us and the evil that comes.”

      Faustus left the sorcerer and so much death behind, focused on a future he refused to let fall into the malevolent hands of an uncaring fate.

      But something inside him said to be cautious, because the darkness that gathered would continue to grow until it unleashed the building storm.
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      High atop the battlements of the castle, Tanselm’s legendary royal sorcerer stood, an intimidating defense against the invading army. Alongside Arim, dozens of our best mages and archers rained spells and arrows upon our enemy, and the battle din grew like thunder over our kingdom.

      Normally safe from attack within the enchanted castle, Arim had to suddenly duck to avoid a bolt of flaming heat that nearly seared his face off.

      I didn’t have time to apologize for the stray blast, too busy forcing a fiery storm of destruction upon the encroaching Netharat, our hated enemy and a scourge upon our lands. As one of the Royal Four, I had a duty to my people and to our world. Letting this evil get the best of us would never be an option.

      A haze of heat surrounded me as I leaned over the stone wall. I narrowed my eyes at the enemy and with outstretched hands summoned my internal fire, directing its path of destruction through flaming fingertips over a large distance. The surge drew upon my stamina, but the tingle of heat as I set fire to those who would do us harm recharged me, and I let the sear of victory take over.

      A glance to my side showed Arim focused on the enemy below, where I noticed the Netharat at the castle gate suddenly turn to bodies of solid rock that crumbled to pieces as a swift wind carried them into the moat.

      We princes had power, but no one had more than the Royal Sorcerer, not even my parents—well, just my mother now.

      I had to blink back tears at thoughts of my recently deceased father. No point, or time, to dwell on my grief.

      Arim’s eyes turned a deep black, signifying a great use of power. I felt the hum of our defenses returning, putting the castle back under the great sorcerer’s protection. He was breathing hard as he said, “The shields will hold. Go and gather your brothers in my chamber.”

      “You need my help. I’ve got this.” The urge to hurt those who’d hurt us grew, the burn of vengeance growing in my chest.

      “Now, Darius.”

      I wanted to argue, but the fury darkening Arim’s eyes told me now wasn’t the time to push. Though it grated me to withdraw, I left Arim and the other spellcasters to fetch my brothers.

      I found Marcus, Cadmus, and Aerolus staking the eastern turret, raining deluges of water, rippling shocks of rock, and powerful blasts of wind upon the enemy steadily approaching the castle’s defensive perimeter. Muttered spells and intent stares, stabbing hands and sweeping arms commanded the elements to do my brothers’ bidding. I watched them battle, impressed despite my familiarity with such sights. But Arim’s orders were not to be ignored.

      “Cease your attacks and come with me,” I called to my brothers after torching one wraith bent on bridging the now frozen moat surrounding the castle. The creature shrieked and flailed, trying to douse my flames, to no avail.

      Since my siblings made no move to join me, I said with some heat, “Arim ordered us to his chamber.”

      “But—” Cadmus tried to protest.

      “No buts.” I looked out over the castle wall and cursed as I spotted the dimensional gateway through which the enemy had entered. Far in the distance, the gateway looked like a molten pool of fire against the pale blue sky. Unfortunately, cascading down from that pool onto the ground came another wave of Netharat, a foul river of corruption staining the very land they touched.

      “We have to go,” Aerolus agreed, his voice calm in contrast to the chaos surrounding us.

      As one, we raced through the castle to Arim’s chamber deep in the heart of our home. The moment we approached the hardy oak door, it swung open, allowing us entry into a room teeming with magic.

      Like the steady droning of bees, a subtle hum vibrated within the stone walls, making the air crackle with energy. A narrow bed lay along one wall while a nearby desk filled with parchment and quills graced the adjoining wall. Tables and flat workstations filled the rest of the spacious room. On every surface except the bed lay glass pitchers and clay bowls filled with the sorcerer’s spell castings.

      “It took you long enough.” I jumped as my mother closed the door with a wave of her hand, stepping out from its shadow. She narrowed her eyes, lingering on Cadmus. “When Arim gives an order, you obey.”

      Tall and stately, with the catlike eyes and dark black hair she’d passed to us all, my mother watched her Royal Four like a bird of prey about to swoop. Her understated power seemed to thrive in Arim’s chamber, her cheeks flushed and her eyes blazing as she studied us. I didn’t think I’d ever felt so much power from her in my life.

      “Mother.” My body was taut with the effort to contain the powerful force seething around me, and I noticed my brothers looking equally uneasy. “Shouldn’t you be in your tower under guard?”

      She scoffed and motioned us to move deeper into the room. “You do take after your father, don’t you?” She smiled sadly, a grim reminder of Father’s recent passing. “I am just as strong as Faustus was, Darius. I may not command the winds, but there’s more to my strength than elemental magic.” Her eyes narrowed. “And not one word about my frail state of mind. I just lost my husband, but I’m not an invalid. I’ve power enough to stop these invaders from taking my crown.”

      I blinked at the reprimand and glanced at my brothers to see what they made of the “gentle” queen and saw them equally confused. Indeed, Mother certainly appeared more warrior than royal lady. Her green eyes were lit with an inner fierceness, her stance both battle-ready and aggressive.

      Gone were her royal robes of blue. No seal of power draped around her throat. She wore a long-sleeved red tunic and black trousers, very similar to the garb Arim had been wearing.

      As if my thoughts conjured the sorcerer, Arim suddenly appeared in a corner of the room, bringing a rush of energy into the already saturated area. “Quickly, we have little time.”

      “Time for what?” Marcus asked, looking as irritated as I felt.

      Mother frowned, but Arim shook his head. “No, Ravyn, they need to know before it’s too late.”

      The four of us stared in surprise. Never had Arim spoken so informally with our mother. Always before it had been “Queen Ravyn” or “Honorable Lady.”

      Arim’s gaze burned into us as he stared from one prince to the next. “The Netharat attack this day with one purpose and one purpose only—to kill the Royal Four and destroy the royal line.”

      “All the more reason to meet them in opposition. The Storm Lords do not bow to anyone,” I said, sure of my brothers’ support. That anyone could think to destroy the peace and beauty of our land… The familiar rage built, and heat festered inside me, begging for release.

      “No,” my mother interjected. “We cannot risk you four now.” She glanced at Arim before continuing, her face pale. “Word arrived this morning that’s changed everything. The other kingdoms have weakened.”

      “What do you mean?” Marcus asked, his clear blue eyes clouding with suspicion.

      “Before the sunrise this morning, your uncles passed into the Light, along with your aunts and cousins.” Mother’s eyes shone with unshed tears. “We are all that remain of the Storm Lords.”

      I stared at her in shock. Tanselm had always been protected by the Tetrarch—four identical brothers of royal blood. For one thousand years, peace and tranquility reigned over a prosperous land filled with precious life-giving soil and ever-spawning wildlife. That now evil should retake what the original Storm Lords had once fought so hard to obtain was unthinkable.

      As my home, the western territory, was under attack, the other three territories lay even more vulnerable to a Netharat onslaught. It just didn’t seem possible that the power of the Storm Lords could have let such a thing happen.

      “It’s true,” Arim stated, his voice full of authority. He gazed at each of us. “Your father was poisoned, like the other monarchs, by an evil the Djinn concocted. If we don’t get you four out of here, you’ll be next, killing the rest of us as surely as we stand here talking.”

      Cadmus ran a hand through his thick, black hair. “The shields would never let the Djinn enter Tanselm.”

      “I didn’t say the Djinn entered our world, only that they’re in league with the Netharat.”

      “But they ally with no one. They never have,” Marcus protested.

      “Until now.” Arim spoke with confidence, his eyes grim, the inky-black irises swallowed by a fierce, red anger. “I don’t know how Sin Garu is doing it, but he’s amassed the Netharat and the Djinn to do his bidding. He’s penetrated our shields just enough to allow his wraiths to create a dimension portal and killed not one but all of the Tetrarch. If not for you four and your mother, Tanselm’s shields would have completely fallen by now.”

      “And you, Arim,” Ravyn said softly. “Your power is perhaps the strongest of us.”

      I stared suspiciously from my mother to the sorcerer. Her tone was unnervingly loving.

      She smiled and placed a hand on Arim’s arm, earning an unwilling growl from me and a glare from Marcus and Cadmus. Aerolus, as usual, remained composed.

      But what she said next stunned us all. She stared into Arim’s face. “My brother forgets himself.”

      My jaw dropped, and I had to force myself to blink, then turned to see if my brothers had heard what I had. They too looked shocked, even Aerolus.

      “Your brother? You said you had no family save Father and us. By the Light’s Form, what’s going on?” Confusion turned my frustration into anger, and I had to fight to keep from breaking something. I had a temper, and these revelations were only adding to it.

      “I’m sorry, Darius, but I’m trying to tell you what I can in the brief time we have left.” My mother walked to me and reached up to stroke my cheek. “Because of the real possibility you and your brothers might die if you stay here, you have to leave Tanselm. At least if something happens to me or Arim, you four hold the power necessary to save our land.”

      “But only if you succeed in the task ahead,” Arim added.

      I stared at the sorcerer, unable to resist comparing the large man to Mother. Both possessed dark hair and golden skin, not uncommon throughout the kingdom. But upon closer scrutiny, I noted the same high cheekbones, the same strong, piercing stare from upturned eyes, and a stubborn chin—facial similarities that until now I’d never noticed. Probably because Arim rarely let us see him so directly, always at a distance from everyone but my parents.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell all of you sooner,” Mother said, nodding toward Arim. “But my past is complicated, and I always thought there’d be more time. You four must go and find the future.”

      “The future?” Cadmus asked, incredulous, his eyes passing from our mother to Arim in alarm. “There may be no Tanselm if the enemy defeats us today. How can you ask us to leave in this time of crisis? To desert our people and you?”

      “She isn’t asking you,” Arim said in a forbidding tone. “She’s telling you to go. Your mother and I have foreseen the need for this passage for quite some time. We know you better than you know yourselves.”

      I frowned. “Foreseen the need? You knew the Netharat would come.” Arim didn’t respond. “You’re sending us to another world to find a weapon aren’t you?” Arim was a commanding sorcerer, never cowardly or without a plan. “Something powerful, no doubt.”

      Cadmus shook his head. “We have plenty of magic here in Tanselm. Why should we leave it for another world? One that might not be open. Sin Garu has blocked all other passages to energized planes.”

      “He does not know of this world’s existence.” Arim glanced at his sister—I still couldn’t understand how I hadn’t seen the resemblance before this. “Thanks to your mother’s keen spellcasting, we have a chance. The importance of this plane cannot be denied. It is there you’ll find the key to Tanselm’s future.”

      “What is it then?” I asked, tired of the secrets. “This isn’t the time for cryptic riddles, Uncle.” Arim’s expression grew darker, but I blundered on, uncaring. “Tell us what to seek and we shall find it.”

      “Power,” my mother answered succinctly, her lips pursed. “Had you four listened to me years ago, you might already have averted this near-catastrophe.”

      “Or suffered the same fate as the slain in the other kingdoms.” Arim turned and muttered under his breath as he scattered dark ash on the floor.

      “Perhaps,” she agreed, sounding tired. “But all the same, we are running out of time. You four must find your affai, and quickly.”

      “Our affai?” Marcus blinked, his shock mirroring my own. “You want us to seek brides? Now?”

      At least I wasn’t the only one having a hard time believing any of this. The kingdom was in danger of falling, our people perilously close to annihilation, and Arim and my mother wanted us to find our brides?

      “With the four corners of Tanselm empty, each of you will need to fill the void left behind by your uncles and father.” Arim crossed his muscular arms over his chest, his stance unmoving. He seemed ageless, his eyes bright and his skin translucent amidst the magical lights flickering in the room. “Your father and your mother were blessed with four identical sons, mirror images of the power and grace of the Storm Lords.

      “Now each of you must find a bride, a woman of courage and faith, a woman able to face the challenges Tanselm presents. One of you will father four identical sons to continue the future of our people. Unless you find your affai, life in Tanselm as we know it will end.”

      I swore, alarmed at their weak plan. “We can’t find heart mates in another plane, Arim. What promise do we have that this other realm possesses the magic we need? No, we need to stay and find a bride from one of our own, to ensure the continued line of strength for the Storm Lords.”

      My brothers nodded, all but Aerolus, who stood still, watching everyone carefully.

      Mother’s eyes burned, both with tears and anger. “Then you should have found a bride here years ago, when The Season was ripe. But no. All four of you avoided betrothal like the plague.” She laughed bitterly. “And now a plague infests our world. The time has come. I know the possibilities that await you in this foreign world.”

      Her eyes glowed, a not-so-subtle reminder that Queen Ravyn had power in her own right. “Your affai await you. But there is more to your search than finding the one to birth the Royal Four. Each of you needs the strength and power that only your affai can give you. Only with their aid can we rebuild a land strong enough to withstand the evil that constantly threatens.”

      “Then give us a Knowing Crystal,” Aerolus said, surprising me that he would agree to leave Tanselm in such crisis. Though the quietest of us all, he could be ferocious in a fight.

      “They have all been destroyed.” Arim looked grim. “You will have to rely on your judgement, on your hearts. Love abounds everywhere and is in the least likely places.” His expression took on a strange cast, one I found curiously regretful. “I have faith you will find those you need to aid us in this cause. And there you will also find that the blood of your mother runs strong in you.”

      He stared at all four of us, lingering on me last. “You must not fail us.” He began chanting, and the ash on the floor spread into a dark void, staining the area beneath our feet.

      “Wait!” Events were unfolding far too quickly to suit me. I needed time to absorb what I’d been told, time to understand. My temper soared when I realized Arim continued to cast the spell, ignoring me. “Damn it, sorcerer! I can’t leave with the Netharat breathing down our necks. At least give us time to throw them back through the gateway.”

      “I agree,” Marcus said.

      “Me too,” Cadmus added.

      Aerolus said nothing, merely stared at Arim.

      In the midst of our rebellion, Mother smiled, a mysterious grin that made her look years younger. She lifted her hands and bolts of lightning crackled from her fingertips, a sight I’d never before seen from the gentle Queen of the West. “I will miss you all. Remember to look deep within yourselves to find your inner powers, beyond that which you think you know. And bring back our salvation.”

      She smiled through tears and pressed her hands to her heart. “My love is with you. Don’t let us down. Find your affai.”

      “No.” I turned to leave, shooting a firebolt at the oak door barring our exit. Rage suffused me, that I would be denied the opportunity to avenge Father and our family. I literally saw red. “I’m not going⁠—”

      The world faded to black.

      When I next opened my eyes, I found myself staring at a strange sky overlooking a world not my own.

      The sky was still blue, the trees still green, yet everything felt flat, lacking the spark of magic that made Tanselm so rich. My senses felt dampened. The colors weren’t as bright, the smell of life muted, as if filtered by the heavy air around us.

      A low growl broke my study, and I scowled at the dangerous beasts approaching. Canine, I thought as I rolled to my feet and reached for the dagger I always kept at my side. Somewhat smaller than those at home, yet just as deadly in a pack, these beasts eyed us like prey.

      With any luck, we hadn’t stumbled upon shifters or lycans, because I was out of silver.

      But as one creature in particular leaned closer to bare its teeth, I wondered if we would have been safer in Tanselm fighting the Netharat.
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      I shifted a hunk of drenched hair out of my eyes and sneezed. I hadn’t been back through Seattle in months and now thought I should have postponed this trip until the weather warmed.

      February usually brought snow, but on this unfortunate Thursday night—technically way early Friday morning—the weather reporter had correctly predicted freezing rain. Too bad I hadn’t unpacked my heavy winter coat or even an umbrella.

      Shivering in a thin leather jacket, not in the least waterproofed, I sighed and stared at the blazing neon sign of Seattle’s newest nightspot, Outpour.

      “Catchy title,” I murmured and banged on the front door. Checking my phone just as it died, I noted the hour had passed closing time, almost two a.m.

      Damn, I’d wanted to see the club in full swing, but my flight had landed later than expected. There’d been that haggling over the location of my luggage, and then the rental car agency had lost my reservation and I’d had to fight for their very last car, a compact beer can on wheels. Well, I was here now. Maybe I could plan a workup of what the club was like after hours and get a fresh feel for the place without bodies before I started the improvement assessment for Jerry.

      A rivulet of water managed to sneak under the collar of my jacket, sending a frisson of cold down my spine.

      Yeah, this weather sucked.

      I knocked harder. Surely the staff remained behind to clean up. I thought I heard music. After standing another minute in slushy rain, I pushed on the door, surprised when it opened.

      Once inside, I felt instantly warmer and wandered down a darkened hall to the low hum of music and the dim glow of lights.

      Stripping out of my sodden jacket, I carried it to the nearest bar, looking for a hint of anyone present.

      “Hello?”

      My only answer was the muted thrum of house music pulsing through surround sound speakers. Someone had been cleaning, I noted, seeing the massive trash bins staged at various points in the overlarge room. The smell of stale beer lingered in the air, mixed with a hint of citrus cleanser that made the stench almost pleasant.

      Chrome tables and matching chairs with neon colored cushions littered the main floor that surrounded the dance area. Throughout the room, several higher platforms housed booths and tables, likely designed to hint at exclusivity.

      I spied a second bar across the room, gathered my jacket, and approached, looking around for someone to talk to. This area appeared recently cleaned, the countertops shining and devoid of debris. Leaving my sopping jacket and satchel on a barstool obscured by the counter, I kept looking around.

      Someone had to still be here. I wandered around looking for signs of life and noticed a door reading Employees Only cracked open. Much as I longed to go to the hotel and deal with this later, I needed to find out who had left the doors unlocked and the floor untended.

      I entered cautiously, feeling like the dim-witted victim in a horror movie who searches an abandoned warehouse only to find death in the arms of a deranged serial killer. I despised those films for portraying the victims as so hopelessly stupid. But as I descended step after step, I wondered at my own intelligence.

      Maybe I should just come back tomorrow.

      My footsteps sounded like thunder on the cold concrete of the basement floor, and I hesitated as I reached the end of the stairwell light’s perimeter.

      “Hello? Is anyone here?” I flicked the light switch at the bottom of the stairs, not surprised when nothing happened. “Damn.”

      Jerry could deal with the absent employee tomorrow. There was no way I was going to tramp around a dark basement, especially one that felt this eerie. I swore I could feel someone, or something, watching me from the dark.

      I’m outta here. I turned around and put one foot on the steps when the stairway light flickered and died. Goosebumps crawled over my skin, making me shiver with more than just cold.

      Reaching for the railing, I had ascended the second step when a hand settled hard over my shoulder, pulling me back into a large and rock solid body.

      I shrieked and flailed, trying to free myself from the strong arms suddenly caging me like a constrictor against a steel-hard frame.

      “Hold,” a deep voice growled against my ear.

      I immediately froze, my heart beating a mile a minute. My breath caught as the arms around me loosened. A hand tugged at my wet hair, then trailed over my face and down my chest, lingering over my breasts.

      What the hell?

      I tried to yank myself from his grasp, terror gripping me hard, yet he continued to pat me down, his touch impersonal, which should have made me feel better but didn’t. His hands felt uncomfortably warm, stirring both fear and a curious ache in my body that made absolutely no sense.

      I had never been into creepy foreplay with strangers. Fear didn’t turn me on; it freaked me out.

      “Didn’t I tell you not to come back here?” the man holding me asked. “I’m not your plaything.” His hands returned to my breasts and tightened almost painfully. Odd, but his tight grip only excited me further.

      As his words dawned, I took a deep breath and sought control over my off-kilter emotions. Okay, so the guy wasn’t some psycho killer. He thought he knew me. Still, he was a little grabby for my tastes…no matter how my body reacted.

      “Look, there’s been some misunderstanding. I don’t know who you are, but the owner invited me here.”

      His hands slowly left my body, grazing my nipples and shooting sparks through my already overloaded senses, and stepped back. I turned cautiously, ready to run at any moment. A sudden light lit the room, and I blinked at the glare of flame in his hand. If I hadn’t known better, I’d swear his fingers were on fire. He cursed, and I looked up at his face, finally seeing my captor.

      All thoughts of fingers on fire vanished.

      I gaped, taking in the dark-haired Adonis standing before me. Black hair grazed his shoulders, framing a face steeped in sensuality. Fathomless, dark eyes gazed at me, giving me a thorough onceover from my head to my toes. Yet his study wasn’t the least bit leering. It was full of male speculation and downright tempting.

      Whoa. Stranger danger! Where the hell had my caution gone?

      I took a subtle step back, unable to stop staring at him. The man had arresting features, from his straight, aristocratic nose to his stubborn, squared jaw. And his body—tall and muscled—would have been right at home on the cover of any muscle magazine.

      “You aren’t Janet.” His voice oozed sex appeal, dark and husky, like the rumble of thunder that passed overhead.

      “No, I’m not.” Adrenaline made my heart thump, as much from the fright he’d given me as from his alluring good-looks.

      He sighed and lowered the light he held. “Sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

      “Obviously,” I muttered then sneezed.

      His full lips quirked into a smile, and my heart beat double-time.

      “As you can tell, the basement lights are out due to the storm. We should head upstairs, where you can introduce yourself and explain what you were doing down here.” He nodded to the stairs behind me, his words clearly an order rather than a suggestion.

      But I didn’t care. I wanted heat and distance from the stranger rousing my sleeping sex drive. I turned and hurried up the steps but felt his gaze on my back like a physical caress.

      Crap on a cracker, I’m losing it.

      I reminded myself that too little sleep and this weather had made a muck of my sensibility. Stiffening my spine as I entered the warm—and lit—atmosphere of the club once more, I headed for my things behind the bar and turned once I had a firm grip on my satchel.

      I hadn’t heard him move and gasped to find him standing right behind me. Had this guy never heard of personal space? I didn’t mean to, but my throat was dry, and I audibly swallowed my nerves.

      Was it me, or did he seem even taller, somehow? “I’m Samantha Brooks, the assessor Jerry Barnham hired. I take it you work here.”

      “Let’s see some ID, sweetheart.”

      Sweetheart? Oh my God. He’ll be lucky if I don’t punch him in the throat.

      I clenched my jaw. When he crossed muscular arms over a massive chest and leaned against the back wall, unmoving, I decided to be the bigger person and removed my wallet to flash him my driver’s license—my thumb hiding my home address. I waited impatiently while he examined it.

      Finally, he nodded. I stuffed my wallet back into my bag and stared into his eyes, disturbed by his arrogance and larger-than-life sex appeal. I mean, I’d met my share of attractive men before, but this guy was on a whole other level.

      I cleared my throat. “And you are?”

      “I bartend here for Jerry.”

      Not a bouncer, which surprised me. With his stature, he could easily intimidate those not playing by the rules. Hmm. If he was one of the bartenders… I looked him over again.

      He had to be Darius Storm. The guy with the name I’d secretly credited to a stripper or porn star. It sounded too made-up.

      But Jerry had mentioned the amazing draw his newest employee had, bringing in more patrons than the club knew what to do with. Seeing him, I understood the attraction.

      “How wonderful for you,” I said, not even trying to keep my sarcasm in check. “Do you have a name?”

      Not at all bothered by my mockery, the man’s gaze roamed my features as if committing them to memory. “I’m Darius.”

      Well, that settled it. He really did work for Jerry. Unfortunately, my evil twin, the tempted imp dwelling inside me, lamented the fact he didn’t seem set on ravishing me like the heroines in my favorite love stories. I never got lucky like that.

      Normally, I’m the gullible woman on the receiving end of a cheater. The one dating a guy who still lives in his mom’s basement and plays video games all day or the poor woman ghosted by a secret, handsome bazillionaire.

      I cursed my treacherous imagination and the heat in my cheeks, especially when he raised a brow at my expression—I no doubt looked either horrified or constipated. Or both.

      He gave me an arrogant shrug. “I wasn’t expecting you tonight. Jerry mentioned you’d arrive sometime this weekend.” He leaned closer, his arm passing right next to me, and I tensed. Darius smelled of rain and spice, a scent I couldn’t place but one that made me want to kiss the arrogance from his lips.

      Instead of grabbing me, he pulled his hand from behind my back and handed me a towel with a smirk. “You’re soaking wet.”

      Irritated that he made me nervous and knew it, I released my satchel and grabbed the towel from his hands, stifling a breath when our fingers touched. A flare of heat raced up from my hand from the contact, and I couldn’t help the shiver that passed through me.

      He frowned. “You must be freezing.” Moving swiftly, he wrapped me in his arms, much more gently than he had earlier.

      I froze once more. But before I could curse him out or shove him away, I felt a glorious heat radiating from his body. To my shame, I moaned, needing the warmth before I turned into a human popsicle.

      Why I didn’t shove him away, I couldn’t say. I didn’t normally cuddle up with strange men. But Darius didn’t feel predatory. He offered comfort I had been missing for too long. With a tender touch, he pressed my face against his chest. I felt his heart thump against my cheek and wondered if I wasn’t the only one affected by our proximity. But he made no move other than to hold me while my shivers passed.

      Belatedly, I realized my hair and jeans were drenching him. “I’m sorry,” I said in a voice more husky than I liked. “I’m getting you all wet.”

      He rubbed his hand over my back in slow swirls, making me melt into his warm, rock-solid frame. Then he shifted, pulling away from me. Too late, because I had felt a distinct hardness against my belly before he moved.

      He didn’t say anything so I didn’t, but when he put more distance between us, I wanted to protest.

      “You should feel better now.” His eyes blazed, a strange hint of color seeming to swirl within the black depths. Then he blinked, and the oddness vanished.

      “I feel much better, thanks.” I now understood Jerry’s comments about the flood of women now visiting the club every night.

      Holy shit, this guy was potent. Less than ten minutes in Darius’s presence and I wanted to jump his bones. And I thought of myself as a more conservative dater. Yet my body throbbed in all the best places just because he’d done little more than hold me.

      I blamed my response on his hotness plus jetlag and a long day’s travel.

      Time to go, right now.

      I scooped up my bag and jacket, containing a shudder as the coat soaked through the sleeve of my shirt. “Well, sorry to have disturbed you. I see you’re still busy, so I’ll just be on my way.” I looked around for my cell phone but couldn’t find it in my bag. “I just need to call a cab.”

      “I’m about finished here. I can take you home.” He made the suggestion sound like a command.

      “Nope.” I must have said it too forcefully because he raised a brow. “That’s nice of you, but I don’t want to put you to too much trouble. Just point me to a phone and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      He handed me a cordless phone from behind the bar, grabbed a rag, and started cleaning the tables in the club. “Do I scare you?” His mouth twisted into a wry smile.

      I bristled. “No. But I don’t need a man to dial me an Uber. I’m capable of taking care of myself.”

      “I’m sure you are,” he said with a deadpan delivery, his gaze focused on my stiff nipples.

      I couldn’t be sure of his intent until he added, “But I’m more than willing to give you a ride…home. After all, it’s probably my fault you’re all wet.”

      No expression crossed his face, but I heard the naughty innuendo coating each word.

      That jackass! I opened my mouth to blast him when he added, oh-so-innocently, “Had I been upstairs when you first arrived, I could have spared you the rain and told you to come inside. I’m so sorry for your discomfort.”

      His eyes gleamed though he gave nothing but polite vibes. But I did hear a weird accent, which made sense of his odd way of speaking. He sounded formal sometimes and uber casual at others. Perhaps not meaning to be so sexual?

      The guy had me second-guessing myself. Everything he’d said could be considered innocent enough. Could I be reading into intent that wasn’t there? With a face like that, it was no wonder my brain had glommed onto thoughts of dark rooms and rumpled sheets.

      I deliberately turned my back on him and found a list of ride services tacked to a board on the wall. After dialing one to come get me, I frantically searched my bag for my cell, ignoring the handsome elephant in the room still cleaning tables, and finally found it—dead.

      The next minutes passed in muted sounds from the music still pulsing away, the swipe of Darius’s rag on dirty tables, and my measured breathing as I forced myself not to look at him, studying the bar instead.

      It was all I could do not to run for the door when my ride beeped outside.

      “I’ll deal with you tomorrow,” I called over my shoulder in warning, intending to adjust his attitude once I collected my thoughts after a good night’s rest.

      “Yes, you will,” came his definite reply.

      I swallowed a retort and let the door shut behind me, determined to have the upper hand when I returned the next morning.

      Sweetheart my ass.
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      I watched the woman go with fire in my eyes. Arousal, strong and true, flared within, surprising me at this sheer scope of need for the stubborn human.

      In the endless days spent in this tedious world, I hadn’t once felt such intensity about a woman as I did this one. And I didn’t even know her. Obviously, my body recognized our perfect chemistry, even if she was a little too bossy for her own good.

      And too brave. Out in the dark on her own, in this city, was a recipe for disaster. Walking into an empty bar, then descending into a darkened basement? I could have been anyone just waiting to pluck ripe fruit from the tree of temptation.

      Blasted woman. Humans needed more sense.

      I returned to cleaning up the rest of the club. Perhaps fortune finally smiled upon me. What else but fate could be responsible for my decision to switch clean-up shifts and then to stay late so Mike could leave early to be with his girlfriend?

      I had thought to leave a half-hour ago but for some reason had delayed returning home. I couldn’t help a grin, recalling the full breasts recently pressed against my chest. Perhaps I was a little too hasty in my dislike for this world. There had been nothing unpleasant about Samantha Brooks’s tight little body.

      Returning the large trash bins to their places, I threw all the cleaning supplies back in storage and locked the door behind me as I left.

      As the cold rain pounded from the heavens, I walked to my truck. Once inside the old Blazer, I quickly radiated enough heat from my body to warm the entire vehicle and melt the ice from the windshield.

      Couldn’t Arim have sent us to a place where the weather was at least comparable to Tanselm’s pleasant temperatures? In the miserable year I’d been in this Seattle, I had yet to see a day’s warmth near that of Tanselm’s growing season. Plus, I’d witnessed all kinds of deviants doing all manner of things in the bar’s parking lot.

      And not all the deviants had been human, either.

      Seattle had its fair share of monsters—those magir (of magic) who weren’t human. If I had to separate one more goblin from mugging a drunken mortal, I might seriously set something on fire. My brothers thought it was funny, but they didn’t have to deal with the fallout of human police when something weird went down. My fake IDs would only go so far.

      I headed home for the place I shared with my brothers and felt another bout of homesickness coming—which I could never share for fear of being called pathetic.

      In my mind’s eye, I breathed the pure air of my homeland, saw amidst the clear blue sky canopies of the western territory’s legendary rilk trees.

      Funny, but the glorious leaves dotting Tanselm’s sky were the same shade as Samantha Brooks’s eyes.

      My thoughts took a swift turn as I drove toward Green Lake. At this rate, Tanselm would be all but destroyed before we returned. Not for lack of trying, but because not one of us could find a woman with the fortitude or mindset to accept our way of life.

      And I’d know. I’d tried.

      In the beginning, I had figured to use sex as a means to find a mate. Unfortunately, my many couplings left me physically sated but spiritually drained. At least in Tanselm, the women I slept with fed that natural part of me needing a deeper contact, an awareness of life around them.

      Here on this plane, the women I’d joined for sex had given me physical pleasure and little more. And truth be told, the sex hadn’t been that great. No mental stimulation, just games and more games, especially once they realized I had three identical brothers.

      And it wasn’t just the humans who didn’t suit. None of the magir did. I’d tried lycans, witches, mages, and even a dryad. The few fae I’d encountered were the worst, because they reminded me of home but were just different enough not to suit. And that hurt even more.

      Grimacing, I pulled into the drive of a monstrous house overlooking the lake, an abode barely befitting the Royal Four, but it seemed the best we could hope for in this world.

      I parked behind Cadmus’s Jeep and next to Marcus’s BMW. Aerolus had yet to purchase a vehicle, and considering his new penchant for teleportation, I didn’t see my oddball brother buying one.

      Much as I was glad for the respite from the rain, I couldn’t help glaring at the inside of my truck—a mechanical monstrosity shielding me from nature. What I wouldn’t give for a horse.

      Climbing down from the bulky vehicle, I headed for the front door. I entered to find the house dark and made my way quietly to my bedroom on the second floor. Having lived our first few months in this realm in the wilderness, living off the land, I freely admitted to liking the comfort of this house, as small and feebly constructed as it was.

      Not made of rock or steel, the house had been built of wood and brick, all substances that would melt under my blistering touch. In fact, nothing here could withstand a sorcerer’s attack, with the exception of me and my brothers. They never used the odd security device previously installed in the house. As if four Storm Lords needed protection from any of these inhabitants.

      In my room, I discarded my clothing, draping my coat on a chair but dumping the rest on the floor. Moving into the adjoining bathroom, I gratefully removed the contacts clouding my vision. Setting the brown lenses in solution, I looked up at my reflection, glad to see myself once again.

      My hair and face looked the same, my crimson irises dull with fatigue. My body had begun to thin. With critical eyes, I perused my upper body. The heavy muscle that I’d exercised daily at the castle had disappeared, leaving me leaner than a true warrior of Tanselm should ever be.

      But my legs had gained some muscle due to the amount of walking I did here. Without a horse for transportation, I often walked around town, not wanting to remain cooped up in my relic of a conveyance.

      If not for the large interior, which fit my frame, and the fact that my job was too far to reach by foot each day, I would never have bought it. But working at Outpour meant constant exposure to potential brides, and I had to continue my exploration until I found my affai.

      The damned, impossible woman who didn’t exist was a blight on my every day, never giving me a moment’s peace.

      I left the bathroom and slid between the sheets in my king-size bed. The rustle of satin over me made me uncomfortably aware of how long it had been since I’d last had a woman… and how very attractive I found Samantha.

      My cock stirred. The memory of her nipples peaking under my hands and her curvy form locked against me making me hard and throbbing in an instant. Cursing her timing and my exhaustion, I rolled onto my stomach and tried to find rest. But throughout the night, dreams of her tantalized me, to the point where I woke up in a sweat, my body begging for completion.

      Imagining Samantha’s hands trailing my body, I reached for my cock and began stroking, all the while visualizing Samantha on her knees before me. My breath grew ragged, and I increased the tempo, growing unbearably aroused at thoughts of her swallowing me, of shooting deep in her mouth.

      I varied the fantasy, picturing her bent over to receive my cock, of her riding me with her breasts thrust out, begging for my touch. I felt again the weight of those globes in my hands, the pert nipples standing at attention, spiking in me a powerful lust.

      In my mind’s eye, I could see her deep green eyes rich with yearning, her swollen breasts begging to be suckled. The petals of her sex would be plump, her clitoris rosy with need.

      Fuck me.

      With a sudden groan, I climaxed, spending into my fist while thoughts of Samantha filled me with ecstasy. Stunned at the depth of my need, I couldn’t help wondering about Samantha and the strange fascination I felt for her. It had been ages since I’d felt so aroused by the mere sight of a woman, and even longer since I’d felt the need to take care of my own urges.

      After cleaning up, I settled into a precarious state of rest, my body humming with satisfaction while my mind raged with the need to reason out this newest puzzle.

      I found it hard to believe a woman of this world could be my affai. Attraction and lust I understood. Hell, I freely admitted to wanting Samantha’s body. But to find an affai here on this plane? A woman to complete my spirit, to join with me in unending life? Despite Arim’s and my mother’s claims to the contrary, I doubted I would find a true mate in a world devoid of real magic.

      Because no matter how many mages and witches I’d met, none of them resonated with the spirit of Tanselm.

      As my mind tired and I drifted into sleep, I realized I’d see Samantha again tonight. And when I did, I’d set the rules and the stage for seduction, and praise be, get the sexy, tantalizing vixen out of my blood for good.
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      I moaned and thrashed my head from side to side, needing relief. But Darius wouldn’t let me go. His silky black hair brushed my inner thighs as his tongue danced over my folds and sank deeper, seeking my ripe clit.

      Again and again, he took me to peak, only to leave me dangling perilously close to the edge.

      “Tell me, affai, how much you want me,” he said thickly, the rumble of his voice stirring me to new heights.

      “I want you. I want you.” I reached for his head, running my fingers through his hair as I brought his mouth closer to my sex. “Please.”

      I felt him grin before his mouth completely closed over me. With a small shriek, I arched into his touch, completely enthralled by the heady licks and teasing bites that brought me to the verge of climax.

      He sucked hard and thrust a thick finger inside me, increasing the friction over my swollen clit. A second finger entered me, stretching me, preparing me, and I couldn’t wait any longer.

      “Darius,” I groaned, a hot gush of desire drenching his fingers. “I can’t stop it. Oh yes, yes,” I cried and came, my orgasm explosive as he continued to suckle me.

      Then he mounted me, the feel of his thick cock like living heat. Waiting until I stared into his eyes, eyes that shone a fiery, inhuman red, he slowly eased inside…

      “Everything okay in there?” a woman’s voice asked from outside the door at the same time the doorknob rattled.

      Shaken and confused, it took me a minute to understand what was going on. Thoroughly embarrassed, I cleared my throat and spoke loudly enough to be heard through the door of my hotel room. “Yeah, sorry. Just a bad dream.”

      “Right, well, I’ll come back later then.” Footsteps and a squeaky wheel faded into silence before a door down the hall opened and banged shut.

      I glanced at the alarm clock on the bedstand. Eleven o’clock. Wiping my sweaty forehead, I threw the heavy comforter off me and swung my legs to the floor. I grimaced when I stood, uncomfortably aware of the moisture between my legs.

      I had an erotic dream. Big deal. Except one of the maids had heard me scream.

      I felt my face heat and tried to shrug off the embarrassment as I headed into the bathroom. But I couldn’t believe how real the dream had felt. As I stood under the shower’s warm stream, I could easily recall every detail about Darius Storm, what he looked like, what he smelled like, what he tasted like.

      I stilled. I hadn’t had one of those dreams in months.

      Then a detail of the dream flashed before me. Darius Storm had stared down at me with red eyes. Ha. Not real. No possibility of it coming true. I immediately relaxed, relieved the dream was nothing but my horny subconscious screaming for sex.

      I forced myself to focus on the here and now.

      “Mundane details,” I muttered as the water massaged my scalp. “Find an apartment, check on storage, and forget about gorgeous dream men and their amazingly skilled mouths.” I ran my fingers through my hair, rinsing out the shampoo as if rinsing away the pleasure I’d recently felt. “And no more orgasms.”

      Orgasms led to needs and desires I’d been working hard to suppress. Hell, I didn’t even touch myself anymore.

      After a year with Josh-the -Asshole, I’d thoroughly finished searching for Mr. Right. The fact of the matter was I kept settling for Mr. Right Now, despite my desire not to lower my standards.

      I didn’t understand my inability to find someone worthy of my affection. I didn’t ask for much. A man to love me, to respect me, and most importantly, I wanted someone in whom I could trust. I thought about my needs and secrets, the deepest core of myself I’d never shown anyone.

      Only a man who truly shared my spirit would understand that which drove me. A strong, intelligent partner to comprehend the oddities that made up the woman who saw things others didn’t.

      I turned off the water and shivered while I sought a fresh towel. I couldn’t help wondering whether Darius Storm had any hidden depths. On the surface, he seemed a playboy too confident of his desirability. Sure, he was beautiful with a body to match, but was there anything more beneath his perfect face?

      At thoughts of him, my body tingled, and I swore as I dressed in jeans and a heavy sweater. The man had taken advantage of me last night, coming on to me after scaring me half to death in the basement. So what that I’d felt exceedingly needy? It made sense considering how long I’d been without sex.

      Adding a man like Darius Storm to the mix was like adding a match to a pile of kindling drenched in kerosene.

      No, I’d do better to live on my own. I’d build a secure life for myself both financially and emotionally before I even thought about dating again. Shrugging on a thin parka designed to keep out the cold and wrapping my neck in a scarf, I exited the room with a fresh outlook.

      I had returned to Seattle to begin anew. New client, new apartment, new attitude. Smiling, I descended to the ground floor and left the hotel with a spring in my step despite the wintry weather.

      Avoiding several patches of ice, I made my way toward a small but trendy restaurant and ordered a large coffee and a late breakfast.

      I sat by the window as I ate, hungry not only for food but also for the familiar sight of the city I’d missed for the last few years. At the time of my break-up, distance had seemed just the cure for a battered heart. But now that I’d returned, I realized how much I’d missed my adopted home.

      Raised in the Northeast, I’d grown accustomed to harsh winters and clustered traffic. Seattle had plenty of cold rain and traffic jams, yet the spacious outdoors and clear, crisp air made up for the growing population.

      I’d never regret the job that had taken me from Philadelphia. It had been exciting to travel across the country to Washington. Seattle’s bright mix of artistic temperament and lucrative marketing concerns had made my transition to the West Coast remarkably easy.

      After three years with the same company, I’d moved onward and upward. Or so I’d thought.

      Though my potential for promotion had been stymied thanks to the sexist jerks running the business, I’d received plenty of experience and made enough contacts to start my own consulting firm, one that had recently brought me back to Seattle.

      Digging into my Spanish omelet with gusto, I started to feel a renewed sense of energy when a commotion outside distracted me.

      Swallowing a mouthful of coffee, I watched as a woman dressed in a thick wool coat, which likely cost five times what my parka had, argued with a well-dressed man who stood with his back to the restaurant window.

      His height and posture reminded me of Darius, but I couldn’t see Darius Storm owning a fancy suit, let alone wearing one. From what I’d heard of him through Jerry and seen of him last night, he was strictly a jeans and T-shirt  kind of guy.

      This man wore a dark designer suit, carried a trench coat over one arm and a briefcase in the other hand.

      Agitated, he donned his trench coat and ran a hand through his thick black hair while gesturing something at the woman. Damn, I wish he’d turn so I could see his face.

      I glanced around me, not surprised to see others staring at the scene outside. The woman’s voice had risen so that occasional shrieks of outrage could be heard even through the thick glass of the restaurant window.

      I pushed at the remainder of my omelet as I watched the crumbling woman and forced myself to take another bite, trying hard to distance herself from the woman’s hurt. Men aren’t worth it. Trust me, lady, I know.

      When the woman started crying, the man finally pulled away from her and strode in the direction of the restaurant. Several gasps floated around her, but I could only stare in astonishment.

      I’d been wrong.

      Darius did own a suit and looked like a million bucks wearing it. He appeared just as dangerous as the last time I’d seen him, but now he wore a subtle sheen of sophistication from his wing-tipped black shoes to his neatly brushed hair. A corporate shark who’d just ripped the heart from another victim.

      Imagine ending a relationship with him. Josh had been difficult to part from, but he was only a man. Darius seemed much more than that, a larger-than-life heartbreaker.

      He continued toward the restaurant. For a moment, I thought he might enter. But he walked purposefully past, his eyes shuttered, a dim frown on his hard face.

      Before he left my view, he turned his head to peer at the restaurant full of earnest gawkers and muttered something under his breath. Returning his attention to the sidewalk, he took a few steps and left my sight, much to my simultaneous disappointment and relief.

      But seeing his face stunned me anew, and I had to force myself to swallow the eggs congealing in my mouth.

      Since when did Darius Storm have blue eyes?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Darius

          

        

      

    

    
      I cursed at the light spearing through the window right into my face. I loved the outdoors, particularly the heat from the golden sun hovering in the sky, but not first thing in the morning.

      With a grunt, I threw off my covers and slid out of bed. Needing something to soothe my grumbling stomach, I threw on a pair of jeans and stomped downstairs into the kitchen. Never pleasant in the morning, I was doubly foul today after suffering heated fantasies of Samantha Brooks all night.

      As much as I felt an attraction, I now felt annoyance, frustration, and anger at the infuriating woman for invading my sleep—rest I prized dearly.

      “Well, well, well,” Cadmus drawled from the kitchen table. He sat with a mug of steaming coffee as he perused the newspaper. “It’s nearly noon and you’re finally awake. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were turning into the nocturnal Djinn.”

      I glared at Cadmus and subtly focused on my brother’s mug, in no mood for humor.

      With a curse, Cadmus let go of the now scalding cup and glared back. “What’s got you so irritable? You just woke up.”

      I poured some coffee and smiled through my teeth. “I had a lousy night, okay? And what the hell are you doing here? I thought you had a job.”

      Cadmus shrugged. “I’ve decided to try another occupation. I wasn’t meeting many women building houses.” He grimaced. “The primitive construction techniques here boggle the mind.”

      “Not so primitive,” Aerolus denied as he joined us in the kitchen. “It’s a lot easier to build things when you rely on sorcery. It’s more difficult to create from bare wood, clay, and water.”

      Cadmus and I shared a glance.

      “And to what do we owe this honor?” I asked dryly as I watched Aerolus settle next to Cadmus with a small smile on his mouth.

      “Arim contacted me this morning.”

      I immediately pounced, excitement replacing my frustration. Only Arim could return us home. “What did he say? Did he give you the spell to take us back?”

      The shifty sorcerer kept in contact as often as he could with promises of return to Tanselm. He and Mother continued to lead the fight against the Netharat, who had apparently retreated to regroup.

      “No.” Aerolus paused, his eyes thoughtful as he stared at me. “Apparently, the spell is within each of us.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” I asked.

      Aerolus shrugged. “He intends to visit as soon as the situation settles. Our spellcasters have just recently reinforced the borders.”

      Cadmus snorted. “They should have done that months ago. What the hell have they been doing in our absence? I knew we never should have left.”

      Aerolus sighed. “Cadmus, it’s as I’ve said before. Time here moves much more quickly than at home. A year has passed here, whereas only a few weeks have passed in Tanselm. To our
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