
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Amyas will have to work hard for his freedom.

	 

	 

	Amyas just wants to be free—free to make his own decisions, not to be forced to marry a human or to have a soul. He’s an undine, though, and neither his parents nor his tribe leader listen to him.

	Mordred has one goal in life—to make things difficult for the conclave. He left them two hundred years ago, and in that time, he’s helped as many supernatural beings as possible. It’s not enough to make up for all the ones he killed, though.

	When a rogue hero is captured after trying to help the tribe, Amyas knows he has a choice. He can sit back and let everyone else make decisions just like always, or he can take this chance to change his life. It means he’ll have to trust the hero, which isn’t easy.

	But nothing worth having is easy, and this is Amyas’s chance to finally take his life into his own hands and live it like he wants. He never expected it would include a hero or that he would fall in love with Mordred. The conclave is hunting the rogue heroes, though, and Amyas’s tribe wants him back.

	Will he be able to hold on to the happiness he so desperately yearned for? Or will he lose everything, including his first love?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Mordred was almost ready to leave and go home when his phone vibrated on his desk. He paused in the act of getting to his feet and glared at it. He knew better than not to pick up, so with a sigh, he reached for it. It could mean saving someone, and he wasn’t willing to compromise on that.

	Sure enough, the text was from one of his people in the heroes who worked for the conclave. Apparently, the conclave was targeting a group of chimeras, and the chimeras would need help. That meant Mordred had to organize a few of his heroes to help them.

	He went to work immediately. When possible, he tried to move the targets before the conclave got to them so that everyone could stay out of sight, but it wasn’t always possible. Sometimes, the targets wouldn’t agree to leave their home, and it was a tricky balance. The conclave already knew about Mordred and his rebels, so they wouldn’t be surprised to encounter them, but it would be better for everyone if they managed to stay away from the conclave heroes. The less blood spilled, the better it would be.

	He quickly wrote down the details he’d received in the text, deleted it, and used his cell phone to call one of his seconds.

	She answered right away, luckily. “I was going to head home,” she lamented.

	Mordred grinned. “That’s fine. I can call Bayard.”

	Eudocia sighed. “Don’t bother him. What’s going on?”

	Both Eudocia and Bayard worked closely with Mordred. Mordred missed the times when was the one going on missions, but now it was too dangerous. He had a target on his back, and the conclave wouldn’t hesitate to shoot if they saw him. That meant that Eudocia and Bayard were the ones who usually went on missions, along with other heroes who worked with them.

	“I got news that the conclave is targeting a group of chimeras,” Mordred explained.

	“Where and when? Do we have time to go there and try to convince them to move?”

	“In a few hours, so I’m not sure. I’ll email you all the details I have. I’ll also keep an eye on the mission from here. You know the drill.”

	Mordred could hear the humor in Eudocia’s voice when she answered. “Take only the people I need, be careful when we get there, try to convince the targets to move, and if we can’t, defend them the best we can. I know. It’s not my first time.”

	“I’m very much aware of that,” Mordred answered.

	He couldn’t help that he was worried. He knew what the conclave could do. He’d been a hero for hundreds of years before he’d finally realized something was wrong with what the conclave made them do. He still regretted the things he’d done, but since he’d left, he was working hard to atone for those sins. He liked to think he had, but some days, he realized that nothing could ever atone for that. He’d killed too many innocents, and no matter how many of them he saved, he would never be pardoned for that.

	“We’ll be fine,” Eudocia murmured.

	“I hope you will. I need all of you.”

	It was hell not to be able to go with them. Mordred had done so for many years, so he wasn’t rusty. He also made sure to train every day. It wasn’t enough, though, not when the conclave was gunning for him. They were especially pissed that Haven had managed to get away from them, even though Mordred had nothing to do with that. They didn’t care, and they wouldn’t hesitate to make Mordred pay for that, too. Mordred had every intention to continue doing what he was doing for a long time, which was why he had to be extremely careful these days.

	One day, he and the others would defeat the conclave. Most heroes would realize that what they were doing was wrong, and they would turn their back on those people. Until that day came, though, there wasn’t much Mordred could do.

	“I’ll call you when it’s done,” Eudocia said.

	“Make sure you do. And keep the communication open. I need to know if something goes wrong.”

	He would be following the mission from his office. He always did, even though the people he sent out were more than capable of working on their own. They were all heroes, and the fact that they didn’t work for the conclave anymore didn’t change that. They knew what they were doing.

	They didn’t need Mordred. He was the one who had created their secret group, who recruited heroes and had people infiltrating the conclave, but even if he were to die, Eudocia and Bayard would be more than capable of taking his place.

	Mordred wouldn’t allow that to happen anytime soon, though. He was immortal, and unless he was killed in a very specific way, he would continue living forever. That was more than enough time to push the conclave to their knees and make sure they didn’t hurt anyone else.

	His cell phone rang as soon as he hung up with Eudocia. He frowned, wondering if it was her, but it wasn’t. He recognized the number, and he smiled as he answered. “Haven. I wasn’t sure what to think of your silence.”

	There was a pause before Haven answered. “I wasn’t sure whether or not I should call.”

	“Yet you decided to. How come?”

	“I wanted to talk about your offer.”

	Mordred couldn’t help but smile. He was always happy to recruit a hero, but Haven especially so, because he came with Dimitri. Dimitri was a leshy, and while Mordred’s little group was mostly made up of heroes, he would be a good fit if he decided to fight with them. It would help Mordred’s rebels to see they truly could work with supernatural creatures instead of killing them.

	That depended on what Haven and Dimitri would do, though. “What did you want to talk about?” he asked.

	“How does it work?”

	“It’s not hard. I’m the head of our group. I have several people infiltrated in the conclave, which means that I usually manage to get information about who they’re targeting and when they plan to do it.”

	“The conclave has to know that.”

	“I have no doubt they do. They have no idea who’s spying for me, though, and things will stay that way. When I lose one of my informers, I have more in place, and I’m recruiting more all the time.” There was also the fact that he had an informer in the conclave itself, but that was one of his most important secrets, and he wasn’t about to tell anyone, let alone someone he barely knew.

	“So you get information before the conclave sends someone,” Haven said.

	“I do, and I use that knowledge to send a team of my heroes to help whoever is being targeted. Right now, it’s a group of chimeras.”

	“What do you do?”

	“Usually, try to move them. It works most of the time, but not always. Some creatures don’t want to leave the homes they built, and I understand that, even though it would be safer. When that happens, we try to convince the heroes who arrive from the Conclave to change their mind about who they’re working for, and if that doesn’t work, well, you can imagine.”

	The heroes who couldn’t see how wrong the conclave was usually ended up dead. They were mostly sent out alone or with one other hero, while Mordred and his people only moved in groups. That meant the conclave heroes were usually numerically inferior, and the people fighting them knew exactly how to kill them.

	Mordred didn’t enjoy doing it, but it was necessary.

	“You’re the one who decides who gets to be saved,” Haven continued.

	“Everyone deserves to be saved. If I get word that the conclave targets someone, I send my people, whoever and whatever they are. I can repeat that time and time again, but you don’t have to believe me. Why don’t you come to our headquarters? You can spend some time here, see how we work, and make your decision.”

	“What about Dimitri?”

	“He’s welcome, just like you are. Bring him with you. If he wants, he can even work with us.”

	“You would let a supernatural creature work with you?”

	“It’s what we all are, in the end. We might be heroes, but we’re not human anymore.” That was the one thing the conclave refused to admit, because if they did, they’d also have to admit they were killing supernatural creatures for power and not because they were a danger to humanity.

	They would never do that, but it wouldn’t stop Mordred from doing what was right.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“You should do what your sister did,” Amyas’s mom said.

	It took a lot of work for Amyas not to sigh. “I don’t want to marry a human,” he said through gritted teeth.

	“Of course you do.”

	“You didn’t marry a human, yet you’re fine.”

	Amyas’s mom looked like she wanted to yell at him. He was lucky she didn’t, because he didn’t like it when people yelled. “I married your father because I couldn’t find a human to marry. You know what it means for us.”

	Amyas did sigh this time. “I don’t want a soul.”

	His mother looked scandalized. “Everyone wants a soul. It’s why we marry humans. Just look at your sister. She’s perfectly happy.”

	“And she’ll die in a few decades. Why would I want that?”

	Amyas’s mother shook her head. “Why wouldn’t you? You have to want a soul. We all do.”

	Amyas really didn’t. He understood his parents wanted him to find a human and marry her so he could get his own soul, but he didn’t want to lose his immortality, even though he wasn’t doing much with it.

	He and his family lived in a lake, like most undines. They were water creatures, after all. That meant that if they wanted to find a human husband or wife, they had to leave their home and go to a human city or town, which was what Amyas’s sister had done. Now she would never be able to live in the lake again. She had to stay with her husband and make sure he didn’t cheat on her. If he did, well, things wouldn’t go well for either of them. That was one thing Amyas’s mother was avoiding talking about. If she pushed, though, he wouldn’t hesitate to bring it up.

	His sister wasn’t immortal anymore, and while they’d never been close, he could only imagine what it was like to be mortal. He didn’t think it was worth a soul to lose immortality, even though every undine wanted exactly that.

	Amyas had never wanted it. He didn’t want to lose his immortality, but he also didn’t want to depend on whatever human he ended up marrying. If that human cheated, the human would die, while Amyas would be immortal again. He wasn’t like his sister, who could get pregnant and have a baby. If she managed to make that happen before her husband cheated on her, she would stay human while he would die.

	Amyas was pretty sure his sister didn’t care much about her husband. She wanted to be mortal and to have a soul, and she did. As soon as she got pregnant and had the baby, her husband wouldn’t matter anymore. If he cheated, she would be able to find someone else, maybe someone she truly loved instead of someone she’d managed to convince to marry her.

	There was too much unknown in that kind of situation for Amyas to want to be part of anything like it. He liked being immortal, and he didn’t think that having a soul made you that different from someone who didn’t have one. He didn’t see the need for one, but his parents wouldn’t listen to him.

	They never would. They’d wanted to find a human to marry when they were younger, but they hadn’t, and they’d ended up marrying each other. They still complained about that, even though they loved each other.

	Well, Amyas hoped they did.

	They’d never been warm parents, and Amyas and his sister had learned not to ask too much of them. They were over the moon that Amyas’s sister had found a human, and now they were pushing for him to do the same. They would never stop pushing, and the only respite he had was when he left the house.

	“I’m going to go,” he said.

	His mother frowned. “We’re talking.”

	“We were, but I don’t see a reason for us to continue. You won’t change my mind, and I won’t change yours.”

	“We’re undines. Finding a human husband or wife is crucial to us.”

	“To you, maybe. It doesn’t mean all of us want the same thing.” Amyas knew his mother wouldn’t accept anything he said.

	It wasn’t respectful to leave in the middle of a conversation, but he did anyway, ignoring his mother calling for him to come back. He was done talking about this. He wasn’t his sister, and he didn’t care about finding a human to marry, which meant he wouldn’t. He supposed he should feel lucky that now he could marry a male, but that didn’t change anything. Amyas preferred males, but he still didn’t want to marry anyone.

	He left the house and swam away from the village. He needed peace, but he wouldn’t get any if he stayed home. Anyone he saw would want to talk to him and congratulate him on his sister’s wedding, which he couldn’t care less about.

	He swam toward the waterfall, knowing he would have some peace there. Maybe he could even sing. As long as he was alone and no one annoyed him, he didn’t care what he did.

	He smiled when his head breached the surface of the water. He pushed his long hair behind his back, where it stuck to his skin, and climbed the rocks under the waterfall. From there, he could watch the forest around the lake without anyone noticing him, which was something he did often.

	Most humans stayed away from the lake. They knew about it, but it was deep in the forest, and it would be hard for them to get there. A few managed, though, and Amyas was always fascinated.

	But not enough to marry one of them and lose his immortality.

	He settled onto one of the rocks, but before he could start singing, he noticed something moving in the forest. He grinned and leaned closer to the sheet of water in front of him, wondering who it might be. It was usually animals, but he didn’t mind. He was as fascinated with them as he was with humans.

	He frowned when two men stepped closer to the lake. They were both holding swords, which didn’t bode well. Humans didn’t usually use swords, not anymore. It was an ancient weapon.

	Heroes used swords, and Amyas held his breath as he watched them poke around.

	Why were they here? There was only one answer to that question, and it was that they were trying to find the undines. Amyas didn’t know how they’d found out undines lived in the lake, although he supposed it was a fair bet, considering the lake was isolated and deep.

	He stayed as still as he could as they continued looking around. He didn’t want them to notice him. They wouldn’t hesitate to kill him, because that was what heroes did. They killed supernatural creatures, because they thought they didn’t deserve to live.

	Amyas tightened his hands into fists, but he didn’t move. He had to let the tribe know what was happening. They had to be careful when they left the lake—if heroes were poking their noses around, it meant they knew undines lived here and that they were trying to get their hands on them.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Mordred grinned when the portal opened in front of him. He always felt giddy when he welcomed new members to his rebel team. They needed more people, and Haven and Dimitri would be perfect. Mordred would have to convince them this was the right thing to do first, but he was positive he could, especially after talking to Haven on the phone.

	“Welcome,” he said as they stepped through.

	Haven looked wary, but Dimitri was smiling. “Thank you,” he said. He looked around. “I have to say that this isn’t what I expected.”

	“Let me guess—you thought you were going to find us in a warehouse or something like that.”

	“I did. I’m pleased to see that’s not the case.”

	“I chose this place because I wanted the heroes who work with me to be able to enjoy life outside of the job,” Mordred said as he gestured at the house behind him—well, the mansion.

	The house was his. He’d lived hundreds of years, and he’d managed to accumulate a lot of money. He hadn’t needed it when he was a hero for the conclave, but as soon as he’d left, he’d used the money to buy a massive house in the middle of the forest, and of course, he was the one financing the entire operation. A few heroes insisted on helping, and Mordred never said no, because they needed to feel like this was a group effort, but he could continue paying for hundreds of years, and he would still be rich.

	“So the heroes live here?” Dimitri asked.

	“Not all of them. Some would rather have their own place, and while it can be dangerous, I never say no. After the life they lived, they deserve their privacy. Besides, they’re only one portal away.”

	“The conclave doesn’t follow your portals?” Haven intervened.

	“Just like you, we use portals the conclave can’t find. They also can’t find this place. I’ve worked with witches and mages, and they made sure that only the people I want to be able to find the house do so.”

	“It’s impressive,” Haven said grudgingly.

	Mordred’s smile widened. “I’m glad you feel that way. If you decide to work with us, you won’t have to live here, but you’re welcome to.”

	“Isn’t it crowded? How many heroes work for you?”

	This was delicate information, and Mordred wouldn’t give it just to anyone. Haven wasn’t anyone, though. He’d left the conclave, and he was with Dimitri. He knew how wrong the conclave was to kill supernatural creatures just because of what they were, and Mordred trusted him. He might regret it, but he didn’t think that would be the case. He and Thor had talked, and Thor trusted Haven. That meant Mordred did, too.

	“It can be crowded,” he admitted. “But there’s more than enough space for everyone to have their own set of rooms. By that, I mean that each hero has a bedroom, a private bathroom, and a sitting room in which they can entertain people. Everyone uses the kitchen, living room, and other communal spaces. There’s a library, too.”

	Dimitri’s eyes glittered. “A library?”

	“And everyone is welcome to anything in it, of course. Why don’t I give you a tour?”

	Haven grumbled, but Dimitri seemed more than eager to follow Mordred.

	Mordred stepped under an arch and crossed over to the front door, which he threw open. “Welcome.” He knew what Haven and Dimitri were seeing, and he hoped they liked it.

	The entrance looked like it belonged in a castle. The walls and floors were made of polished stone, and a chandelier hung from the ceiling. Most of the house was built in stone and wood, which Mordred loved.

	He guided Haven and Dimitri through the house toward the kitchen. “This is where the magic happens,” he joked as they stepped in. The wide windows let in a lot of light. “It’s one of my favorite rooms,” he admitted.

	“Who cooks?” Haven asked.

	“Whoever wants to cook. A lot of the time, a few of us cook for everyone. It’s not something we expect, though, so if you’re hungry, just open the fridge and grab something. You’re also welcome to keep food in your rooms.”

	“This is pretty,” Dimitri commented.

	“Thank you.”

	“I especially like the contrast between wood and stone. This really isn’t what I expected.”

	Mordred wasn’t surprised. When people found out what he did, they expected him to guide the rebel heroes like an army, while they were more like a family. Not all of them were close, which was why only some of the heroes who worked with Mordred lived in the house. Eudocia and Bayard were two of those heroes.

	Mordred continued walking through the house, showing Haven and Dimitri where they could live if they wanted to. “As you can see, the table has places for everyone to sit around it, and the living room is wide enough.”

	“Is that an inside balcony?” Dimitri asked, his gaze upward.

	Mordred couldn’t stop smiling. He felt like a child, showing his home. “It is. From there, you can see from upstairs.”

	“It’s gorgeous,” Dimitri murmured.

	Both he and Haven looked a bit dazed by the time they finished walking through the ground floor. Mordred had shown them the library, his office, and every other room they might be interested in. “I won’t show you the bedrooms. I’m sure you understand they’re private.”

	“Of course,” Dimitri said.

	“There’s also an elevator, but we don’t use it often. It will be handy if you have to move a lot of things.” Mordred paused. “That is, if you decide to move here. Even if you agree to work with us, you don’t actually have to.”

	“We’ll have to talk about it,” Dimitri said.

	“I didn’t expect anything different. I’d like an answer right away, as I’m sure you can understand, but I won’t push for one.”

	“You only work with heroes?” Haven asked.

	“As you know, I don’t. I often work with Thor, and sometimes with his friends. No supernatural creature lives here with us, though.”

	“Dimitri would be the only one?”

	“He would, but he would be welcome. No one would try to push him away or tell him he doesn’t belong.”

	“You can’t be sure of that.”

	“I can be. I don’t control every single hero, even though they work with me. All of them are here for a reason. They realized that what the conclave is doing to supernatural creatures isn’t right. They want that to change, and all of them have been on several missions to save different kinds of creatures. You don’t trust them, but I do. I hope it’s going to be enough for the two of you to give us a chance.”

	Mordred wanted to say more, but his phone beeped in his pocket. He briefly closed his eyes. He’d hoped to have some time away from work, but he should have known better. “If you’ll excuse me?” he asked.

	Haven nodded curtly and turned his attention to Dimitri, so Mordred stepped away and took his phone out. He frowned at the text on the screen.

	C sent two heroes to poke around an undine village.

	It was followed by coordinates, no doubt to the village. Mordred knew better than to answer. He quickly copied and pasted the coordinates, then deleted the text. When he turned his attention to Haven and Dimitri again, they were both staring.

	“Work?” Dimitri asked.

	Mordred nodded. “The conclave is poking around where they shouldn’t be. I have to send a team.” The problem was that most of them were already out. He could call Eudocia or Bayard and check with them whether anyone was available, but Haven and Dimitri were with him, which was kind of perfect. “Actually, we could be that team.”

	Dimitri blinked, while Haven’s expression hardened. “You want to put Dimitri in danger before he even agrees to work with you?”

	Dimitri slapped Haven’s chest. “Stop acting like a caveman. I’m here, and I can say yes or no.” He looked at Mordred. “And in this case, I agree. I want to come.”

	“You’re not a hero,” Haven said.

	Dimitri glared at him. “I know you’re trying to protect me, and I’m grateful, but don’t offend me. I might not be a hero, but that doesn’t mean I can’t defend myself. You should know.”

	Haven stared at him for a moment before nodding. “All right. Stay close to me, though.”

	Dimitri rolled his eyes but nodded. “Of course.”

	Mordred was elated. This was the perfect way to show both Dimitri and Haven they should be working with Mordred and his people. They’d be able to see what Mordred did, and hopefully, they would agree it was necessary and that Mordred’s organization needed them.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The heroes were back. Amyas didn’t know what to think, but he knew what they’d come for, and he dreaded it.

	This time, he’d arrived at the waterfall before the heroes appeared. Since he was already there, he stayed as quiet and still as he could and watched them. He knew Necsa would be aware of the heroes’ presence. He’d warned her the first time he’d seen them, so she knew to keep an eye out. She would no doubt send someone to fight the heroes and send them away, and Amyas wanted to see it.

	He’d always been more interested in what happened outside the village than inside it. He knew everyone in the village, knew their parents and their children—and their secrets. He was ready for something different.

	He only had to wait a few minutes before undine warriors started coming out of the lake. One of the heroes noticed and took a step back, his expression morphing to worry. Amyas would be worried, too, if he was faced with that.

	Undines were usually peaceful, and the heroes were clearly surprised at seeing that wouldn’t be the case this time. Necsa and the village had learned to defend themselves. With the conclave hunting supernatural creatures left and right, they’d needed to. Now, the village had several groups of warriors who stepped in when their leader told them to, which she had. Amyas wouldn’t have the faintest idea where to start, but then, everyone in the village expected him to leave once he found a human spouse, so it wouldn’t be useful for him to learn.

	The hero who had noticed the warriors elbowed the other. They stared and quickly talked to each other, and Amyas waited to see what would happen. That was the only reason he noticed the portal opening. The undine warriors were focused on the two conclave heroes, so they didn’t see the other two coming out of a portal that had appeared between the trees.

	Amyas’s eyes widened when he saw those two heroes weren’t alone.

	Heroes didn’t like supernatural beings, so why was a leshy accompanying these two? They were also dressed differently than the first two heroes. None of it made sense, and Amyas had no idea what was happening. Were they there to help the other heroes or to fight them? He wouldn’t have thought that possible, because all heroes were bad people, but these were with a leshy. The woodland creature wouldn’t be with them if they were dangerous to him.

	Amyas wanted answers, which was the only reason he stayed where he was and watched what was happening. He knew what Necsa would think. Most of the village would agree with her that all heroes were bad, no matter what. Amyas wasn’t so sure about that, though. Just like undines, heroes had their own personalities and thoughts. Maybe the two new heroes didn’t work for the conclave. Amyas had never heard of such a thing, but there could be a first time for everything, including this. It was the only explanation he could think of for what was happening in front of him.

	The strange heroes moved toward the first two, and when those tried to open a portal to leave, the new heroes stopped them. One of them tried talking to them, but the heroes didn’t seem to want to listen to him.

	Amyas would have. Heroes could be very different from one another. The only thing they shared was the birthmark that identified them as heroes. The one talking was tall and had dark hair. Amyas could see something glinting on his ears, but he was fascinated by the hero’s hands that moved in front of him as he urgently spoke.

	The problem was that the first two heroes had no intention of listening. They both drew their swords, and the fight began.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Mordred’s experience was the only reason he didn’t freak out at the sight in front of him. Were those people standing in the water undine warriors? That didn’t make sense. Undines were peaceful water elemental beings. Their main objective in life was to find a human to marry and possibly have children with them. Mordred had never heard of any of them fighting, but he couldn’t deny what was in front of him, and he wished he’d noticed sooner. He wouldn’t have tried talking to the heroes if he had.

	The undine warriors were fast, and they managed to surround both the two heroes Mordred had been trying to stop and Mordred, Haven, and Dimitri. They didn’t seem to care that Dimitri was obviously a supernatural being. They looked fierce, and like they were about to kick ass.

	Which they did before Mordred could try to explain what he and his friends were doing there.

	They attacked, and Mordred had no more time to marvel at the fact that they were fighting. He had to defend himself, which was harder than expected. Since he knew undines weren’t usually warriors, he hadn’t expected them to be able to fight, but he’d been wrong. They could fight, and they were pretty good at it, too.

	Mordred took it as an opportunity to watch Haven and Dimitri. Just like Dimitri had said, he knew what he was doing, even though he was obviously less experienced than Haven. He held his own, though, using the plants and trees around him, at least until three warriors surrounded him. Then Haven stepped in, and Dimitri didn’t protest when Haven slammed one of the warriors against a tree. He punched a second one right in the face, and Dimitri took the opportunity to kick the last one between the legs.

	Something heavy landed against Mordred’s side, and he had to focus on his own fight. They were losing, though. He’d hoped they would be able to overthrow the undines, but the warriors were too good, which meant they had to run. Mordred didn’t like it, but he would, if it meant protecting Haven and Dimitri.

	Someone pushed him against a tree and punched the breath out of his lungs. He managed to turn before the undine could hurt him, ducking and nailing the undine with a fist in the side. The undine responded by raising his sword and hitting Mordred on the side of the head. Mordred’s ears rang, and he saw double for a moment. It was enough for the undine to hit him again. Mordred slid to his knees, feeling like he was about to throw up.

	He noticed Dimitri moving toward him, but he shook his head and raised a hand. “Create a portal,” he yelled. “Go back to the house. My seconds will know what to do.”

	The undine hit Mordred a third time. The last thing he saw was Dimitri and Haven running through the portal.

	 

	When he opened his eyes, he briefly wondered if he was dead. A group of blonde people with blue eyes stood around him, staring at him. He knew better than to think they were angels, though. Undines were all blonde with blue eyes, at least the full-blooded ones.

	Mordred blinked. His head hurt as if someone had hit it several times, which, if he remembered right, had actually happened. His blood pulsed in his brain, and he blinked again, hoping that the fact that he still couldn’t see right would fix itself.

	He looked around. He wasn’t the only one who’d been captured. One of the two heroes he’d been trying to stop was there, too. They were both tied to a pole on the shore. There were other poles, but they were empty, which helped Mordred relax. Dimitri and Haven had managed to get away, which meant that someone would eventually come for Mordred.

	“Good. You’re awake.”

	Mordred turned to look at the woman who had spoken. She was tall, with blonde hair falling around her face. Her blue eyes were hard, and he knew he was standing in front of someone in charge.

	“I wouldn’t have been unconscious if someone hadn’t hit me repeatedly on the head,” Mordred pointed out.

	The woman arched a brow. “You’re a funny one, aren’t you?”

	“I do my best.”

	“It won’t help you in this situation.”

	“I didn’t think it would. I can’t change who I am, though.” And wasting time meant he was able to take in more details of what was happening around him.

	She stared at him for a moment. “Does that include being a hero?”

	Mordred swallowed. He eyed the hero next to him. He didn’t want to tell this woman who he was, not when the hero might go back to the conclave and tell them everything he’d learned.

	“He won’t help you,” the woman said.

	“I wasn’t looking for help. I’m a hero, yes. I can’t change that, because it’s what I was born as, just like you were born an undine. It doesn’t mean I work for the conclave, though.”

	The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Your name?”

	Mordred swallowed. “Mordred. I haven’t worked for the conclave in two hundred years.”

	She nodded curtly. “I see. It doesn’t matter. Once a hero, always a hero.”

	“And you are? Because I introduced myself, but you haven’t.”

	“Necsa. I’m the leader of this village.”

	Mordred had already guessed that, but he didn’t say it out loud. He felt like Necsa wouldn’t appreciate it if he did. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

	She softly snorted. “I doubt it is. Tell me, why shouldn’t I kill you right away?”

	“Because I’m not here to hurt your village. I’m here to save it.”

	“As you saw, we’re more than able to save ourselves.”

	Mordred couldn’t deny she was right. “I didn’t know about that. I heard the conclave was poking around trying to find your village, and I wanted to help. I don’t work for the conclave.” Mordred doubted Necsa would change her mind about him, no matter how many times he said it.

	“How can I be sure you’re not lying?”

	“You can’t be, not a hundred percent. You’re going to have to give me the benefit of the doubt.”

	She stepped back, and Mordred knew she wouldn’t. He’d expected it, but he was still disappointed. He hoped he could get out of the situation on his own. He didn’t want his people to fight with Necsa and her warriors. The heroes would win, but at what cost?

	“I won’t take a chance on a hero. It doesn’t matter who you work for. You and your people have been killing people like me for hundreds of years.” She turned toward the lake.

	“You saw me with a leshy,” Mordred tried. It was his last chance to make her rethink this.

	She paused just long enough to say, “Unfortunately, some supernatural beings are ready to do anything to survive, even give up on their people and fraternize with the enemy.”

	With that, she stepped into the lake. Her warriors went after her, leaving Mordred and the hero tied to the poles. They were alone, but Mordred had no doubt that someone was watching them. He could feel it, and no matter how anxious it made him, he knew he needed to ignore it. If he wanted to make it out of the situation
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