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      There’s some violence and spice, but nothing glorified.

    

  


  
    
      To all the readers with busy lives, who want a bite-sized Romantasy series. Yet still want to have magic, a lush fantasy world, and a slow burn with all the feisty banter, pinning, and a romance that heats up as the series progresses. Then this one is for you :)
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      A bleak haze consumed Aironell, as her nausea grew more intense with each spiral through the air. The world around her was nothing but blackness and motion as Zoroc, the Darkness, held her close. When the swirling stopped, she fell to the jungle floor, where a damp, smoky scent filled her nose. Her hands gripped fragments of leaves and dirt in her fists, but when she looked around, the only thing she could see were trees. Oak and some older and gnarled-looking ones everywhere with bushes sprinkled in. They were nowhere near the heart of the jungle, from where he snatched her from her wedding. 

      Zoroc’s boots crunched over the ground as he lifted Aironell up. She pressed her dirt-covered hands on his black shirt and shoved him away. “I don’t want your help.” His eyebrow rose a fraction higher, but his face remained unchanged as he crossed his arms. Aironell stared down at her wedding dress, which was smudged and stained an earthy brown color. Aironell took a slow breath to steady her feelings, then she gazed back at Zoroc for a moment and looked away. How could he steal her away like that? What did he hope to gain by revealing my deal with him?

      Zoroc narrowed his gray eyes and gave a menacing smile. “As you wish.” He bowed ever so slightly and glanced up. “The Lady of the Jungle believes that she doesn’t need me.” Zoroc straightened and strode toward her. 

      Aironell moved backward until she hit a tree, her hands grazing the lines of the bark that poked into her arm. He leaned forward and rested a hand on the wood above her head, then lowered his face near hers. “You will always need my help to combat the boredom of being his captive,” he whispered in a controlled tone. 

      Aironell’s mouth hung open. How did Zoroc know of that deepest fear? It wasn’t something she was proud of, but the reality was very different. Before she could say anything, Zoroc’s free hand rubbed her cheek. A shiver ran down her spine. 

      “Why am I here?” Aironell said, feigning confidence. 

      “For starters, we need time to plan our move without the Dark Sovereign intervening. And I loved the idea of pissing him off,” Zoroc said smoothly. 

      Aironell let the shock of his words fall away. She remained still as she stared at Zoroc. “Drefan now knows that you’re planning something and that I’m a part of it, you made sure of that. And whisking me away, well, that won’t help in your goal,” Aironell said firmly. “It will make him doubt me, and that will make it hard for you to get anything you want.” 

      Zoroc tipped his head, moving his head closer to hers. Aironell swallowed. 

      “How so?” His voice was deep. “I think I got exactly the reaction I was hoping for.” Zoroc stayed still, looking down, his eyes boring into her. He ran his finger along her arm, sending chills right through her. “You see, the Dark Sovereign now knows there is a deal you made with me when you were held captive by those mean preservers. It was unfair of you to keep him in the dark about our deal and the plan to return my full power to me.” Zoroc straightened up and took a step back. 

      Aironell sighed heavily, annoyance displayed across her face. Zoroc grinned and, fast as a shadow, he disappeared. She moved away from the tree and then turned around but didn’t see him. She knew he still had to be there, somewhere. “Quit playing games,” Aironell yelled. 

      Within seconds, a force grabbed her, and she found herself pressed against the invisible solid. Aironell turned her head to the side as the unseen force materialized into Zoroc. His nose was inches from hers as he held her against his chest. The smell of damp roots and aged sandalwood filled her nose. His eyes were fixed on her. 

      “Your being here will make the Dark Sovereign worry, maybe even whip him into a frenzy,” Zoroc chuckled, a low, throaty, gloating laugh. “He loves you; of that, I am sure.” Zoroc rubbed her face. “I won’t kiss you, Aironell, so stop fidgeting. But I will keep you here long enough to irritate him.” 

      “Zoroc,” Aironell pleaded, “just send me back. I have so much to explain. I hope Drefan doesn’t just lock me up in the manor after all this.” Aironell pulled away from his firm grasp and rested a hand on the rough bark of a tree. Her innate preserver magic sprang to life at the touch. Its living essence spoke to her mind. It’s called Ironbark. 

      “He won’t,” Zoroc whispered. “He needs you and your power, but his love for you is even stronger. I can feel that.” 

      Aironell snapped out of her magical detour. How old is this part of the jungle? Wait, he said he’s connected to Drefan. She furrowed her brows.

      “I cannot read his mind, we aren’t linked like that,” he continued. “But I can sense his feelings if they are strong enough.” Zoroc walked forward, standing beside her with the dragonsblood tree arched above.

      A silence passed between them. Neither moved until Zoroc held out a hand. Aironell looked down but turned her head away, not granting him that small victory. She held her hand close to her chest. “Take my hand,” Zoroc growled. Aironell faced him once more. It might be best to stay on his good side for now, she thought. She reached her hand out to his, and his grip tightened around hers. He pulled her in, and they floated on air, moving closer to the tree into which she had fallen before. 

      Zoroc reached out his free palm over the bark of a gnarled-looking tree. Its intricate branches curled and connected to its leaves. In less time than it took her to take a breath, his hand glowed a dull shade of silver, and then the aromatic smell of magic filled her senses. A slight breeze blew by, and what looked like the outline of a door appeared before them. 

      “Enter the lair,” a dark, mysterious voice rang out. 

      As Zoroc ushered them forward, she noticed the death flowers that swayed around the doorway. Her eyes were glued to them. 

      “You need not fear them,” Zoroc said, his tone matter-of-fact. Aironell saw the faintest glint of sincerity in his eyes. “As you know, they are my eyes and ears in the jungle, but as long as we’re working together, they won’t cause you harm.” 

      Aironell nodded as Zoroc led them through the doorway. The moment they passed, she felt a forceful rush of power, and then the sound of the door closing. She glanced back for a fraction of a second to see that the outline was, in fact, gone. 

      “Stay close,” Zoroc commanded. 

      Aironell glanced around, but it wasn’t easy to make out much around her. A blackness everywhere she looked, similar to when she was held captive in that underground prison filled with dirt, rocks, and her own despair. With each crunch of twigs on the ground, she moved farther from the heart of the jungle and headed into something unknown. She took another step, but her foot didn’t land on the ground. Her body plunged forward, but Zoroc grabbed her arm before she hit the ground and steadied her.

      “Watch your step,” Zoroc’s voice boomed. “We’re heading down, deep into my domain. I don’t need you tripping over branches or misplacing your footing.” 

      Aironell paused for a moment and exhaled. Zoroc walked ahead once more, and she was left to navigate how to move forward. She squinted at the ground before her, barely able to make out the dirt and vines that wove beneath her feet. Another step forward, and her foot landed lower than the previous one. They were indeed walking down stairs. “Augendae visionis,” she whispered her spell. Then a slight rustling of leaves danced around her feet and dirt dusted the lower part of her dress. She blinked twice. The magic flowed into her until her vision became enhanced. Now she could make out what was before her in the dark, dingy tunnel with a sharpened clarity as she continued to follow Zoroc. 

      Her enhanced senses did little to clarify where she was. Underground for sure, with aged, hardened stone walls and the ground had rocks and some pebbles, but dusty dirt covered them. It was silent, like a vault, except for the scraping of pebbles against the broken rocks. Most of them were cracked, letting the earth below creep through. Then her eyes caught on structures off along the sides, where the walls didn’t exist. Instead, these semi-broken and crumbled, unused half-buildings existed. Almost like ancient ruins she remembered learning about back when she was younger and went to school. How did they get here? Could the walls have been built after the fall of the ruins?

      “Where are we going?” Aironell said, not letting her anxiety show in her voice. 

      “My home,” Zoroc answered. He caressed one of the ruined walls. Aironell caught the glint of a small, humble smile. 

      “It’s interesting,” she said, watching him closely. 

      Zoroc’s laughter echoed. “This is just the passage to get there, but soon enough you’ll see the other chambers.” He turned and faced her. “I made sure that it wasn’t easy to access by just anyone who might stumble this way.”

      Aironell nodded. His expression was hardened, more than she could remember seeing it. I wonder what he’s hiding below the jungle floor?

      She followed once more, but this time she moved quicker to be right behind him. 

      “We’re almost there,” he said. 

      Thank the Fates, she thought. As she moved forward, down the final set of broken steps, Aironell gazed upon a faint, flickering light that allowed her to perfectly see that the stone walls were a grayish-brown color. They were underground, so she was sure it wasn’t sunlight. As they moved closer, she recognized the pattern that the small light moved, much like the candles that lapped against the walls when she lived at the palace in Bachusa. That felt like a lifetime ago, but she pushed those somber thoughts from her mind. Right now she had to focus on where Zoroc’s home was. Was it even still part of the jungle? 

      Zoroc slowed his pace, and she passed in front of him and then stared into the room before her. It was candles that lit the space. Zoroc stood beside her and then extended his arm out. “After you,” he said, almost playful. 

      He expects me to walk ahead. She swallowed. Aironell couldn’t shake this negative feeling that held tight in her chest. Does he mean to harm me? Her gaze fixed on his face, which was expressionless, but then his mouth curved into that devilish, crooked smirk. 

      Aironell took a breath and crossed into the dimly lit room. It was dark except for a couple of flickering candles on iron stands that illuminated the base of a domed altar, like a shrine. She moved forward, one careful step at a time, eyes scanning every crevice of that domed structure in the modest-sized room. The arched top seemed fixed into the stone of the walls, but rectangular stones protruded outward, accentuating the oval shape. Wait, didn’t they sacrifice people at these kinds of altars? Aironell quickly reached for her ankle, but then realization set in. There would not be a dagger. Crap. 

      “Always so brave and so suspicious,” Zoroc’s deep voice sounded like velvet in the room’s quietness. He ushered her closer to the candlelight that illuminated an altar with what looked like a faded painted scene etched into the panels, but her

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Content Warnings
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Full Page Image
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        1. Dark Origins
      


      		
        2. Twisted Plans
      


      		
        3. Bound
      


      		
        4. Nightly Bliss
      


      		
        5. Past Unraveled
      


      		
        6. Low Bush Tavern
      


      		
        7. Alliances and Deals
      


      		
        8. Secret Deal
      


      		
        9. Tavern Tales
      


      		
        10. Business as Usual
      


      		
        11. Reckoning
      


      		
        12. Fated
      


      		
        Thank You from Alyssa Rose
      


      		
        Also by Alyssa Rose
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Alyssa Rose


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/p4082-bound-and-brazen---alyssa-rose-copy-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/untitled-design-21.jpg
s34 oY)
. T joswoiudpuy

: 3 % M
m:.EE .. ((
u%u:m. , ubmmzco

TLLTONAV

TIONQ[ "
@WEH JO-LYVIH







