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Alessand, Gennasaret

By all accounts, the party was a success.

A perfectly sunny, early summer day had melted into a star-filled night.  The silky warmth of the air, cooled by a light, refreshing breeze, created an atmosphere of sultry languidness.

The glittering, laughing guests glimpsed just through the wall of paned glass windows of the three-story manor house were dressed in a myriad of different costumes from the outrageous to the simply elegant.  

Excited young girls, their eyes glittering behind jewel bedecked half-masks waltzed elegantly in the center of the ballroom, trying their best to be witty and charming while their mothers chatted on the sidelines and beamed their approval.  Liveried servants kept the food and drink flowing with ease despite the crowd that allowed the hostess to preen at having such a crush of people show up at her masquerade.

The cooling night air beckoned to those feeling the building heat of the ballroom and guests had spilled out into the expansive gardens in increasing numbers to stroll among the boxwood-lined pathways or slink off into the darkened trees with furtive invitations cast over their shoulders.

Flickering torches had been thrust into the earth at even intervals, sending a tantalizing mixture of light and shadow over the blooming plants, statues, and stone benches.  Several fountains shot tinkling streams of water into large bowls, adding a soothing background for the party guests ambling out under the star-filled sky.

It was the perfect atmosphere for a light romance to officially start the summer season and more than one bright-eyed, hopeful young woman moved with eager, excited movements through the crush of guests.

Leaning against the trunk of a giant oak tree at the edge of the garden, its shadowed branches effectively hiding him from sight, Raine cast a searching look over the guests, looking for one bright-eyed young woman in particular.

He shouldn’t have come.

Logically, he knew that, but he hadn’t been able to stop himself from slipping quietly onto the grounds of a manor house to infiltrate a party he didn’t have an invitation to, just to watch a young woman he couldn’t have.

Given that he prided himself on strict self-control, his actions were concerning.  He had no problem turning away from anything remotely enticing set before him, but couldn’t seem to stop himself when it came to her.

Of course, that’s how many people described their relationships with their Seraphin-as an almost compulsive need to be with them.

For years he had ignored the very idea of a Seraphin.  He’d watched his fellow Blackstar Guardians claim to find theirs and settle into relationships that enriched their lives.  And he’d been happy for them-just as he’d been happy that the Creators hadn’t seen fit to send one his way.  Because he’d known there was no way he could ever claim his.

And then, a month ago, he’d been wandering a room at the national museum while he waited for a meeting when he’d watched her walk into the room.

Long, black hair had been pulled up in a loose top knot, ringlets curling gently along the nape of her neck and over her forehead.  Doe brown eyes sparkled with intelligence and good humor as she’d slowly wandered the exhibits, laughing and chatting with the rest of her party.  Her bustled, light pink dress flattered the soft curves a little too lush to be in fashion but hinted at how warm she’d feel while resting in his arms.

She wasn’t what would be considered a great beauty.  Instead, her face was more prettily arresting, with a soft and warm expression that seemed to draw those around her in.

His Seraphin.

He’d known it was her from that first glance, had felt the echo of their souls recognizing each other where they’d lain, dormant and waiting for this moment.  Something inside had stilled...and then an ache more painful than anything he’d ever known had speared through him.

Because he knew, that no matter how his soul strained toward her, he couldn’t claim her as his.  Doing so could kill her.

So he’d sank back into the shadows, letting the training that allowed him to disappear into crowds take over until her group had moved on to the next room.  

It should have ended there but the cold, implacable iron will he was known for somehow deserted him and he found himself single-mindedly learning everything he could about the woman who drew him like a moth to a flame.

Her name was Alexandra.  Known as a loyal friend and easy companion with never an unkind word for anyone, she was a welcome addition everywhere she went. She moved easily through society, belonging to a human family who didn’t practice or believe in magic.  At least, most of the family professed not to believe in it.  There were several family ties that spoke otherwise.

She was young and innocent, brightness and hope.

Everything he wasn’t.

He’d given up the right to have a Seraphin long ago and no matter how drawn he felt to her, he knew he could never really act on it.  

So, he’d vowed to watch over her, keep her safe and do everything he could to make sure that the happy light in her eyes never dimmed.

But he’d do it from the shadows.

Which was how he justified where he was now, standing in the darkness and searching a crowd of aristocrats at a masquerade ball for a woman he’d know anywhere, no matter what costume she was wearing.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t fooling anyone-let alone himself.  His attendance at the party had less to do with safety and more to do with his insatiable craving just to be near her.  

“Alexandra! Where are you?” a man’s sing-song tone wafted above the hushed murmur of the guests in the garden and eyes so dark blue they were almost black narrowed at the high-pitched, irritating tone.

Alexandra came scurrying down the path, head twisted over her shoulder as she searched behind her and Raine moved forward without even being aware of it.

She was dressed like a star-filled sky in deep blue with glittering gold crystals sewn onto her dress and long blue gloves up to her elbows.  On her head was a gold circlet decorated with star-shaped crystals and half-moons, the flicker of torchlight catching the facets and sending rays of light out onto the dark hair falling in ringlets down her back.  Graceful hands held the front of her silk skirt up as she hurried, a blue and gold mask dangling by its ribbons from her fingers.

“Alex-an-dra! Come out, come out wherever you are!”

Frowning at the high, insistent voice, Raine glanced behind her and silently commended her good sense.

He’d run from a voice like that too.

Glancing briefly in front as though judging the opening in the bushes, she frowned before looking behind again.  Suddenly, she seemed to trip over nothing, her hands releasing her skirt in an effort to catch her fall while crying out in alarm.

Moving with preternatural speed, he caught her hand before she reached the ground and yanked her back through the opening in the bushes just as a portly man dressed in a short toga, came barreling along the path.  He stopped and eagerly searched the pathways, peering closely at several embracing couples before slowly moving down the path.

“Alexandra! Come out and play with me” he enticed and Alexandra shuddered in Raine’s arms as they both watched the obviously inebriated man slowly stumble away.

Noticing for the first time that she was being held tightly against a strange man, she opened her mouth to say something but stopped when he gave a sharp shake of his head and pressed a hand against her mouth.

Sure enough, a moment later her chaser jumped back, as though sure he’d catch her sneaking out of her hiding place.

“Alexandra, this is getting tiresome!  When we are married I forbid you to play this game!” he whined, his voice taking on a harsh edge before he moved on, called her name in an increasingly irritated voice.

They remained still, waiting silently until the sound of his voice faded completely away. Raine tightened his arms around her briefly, the feel of her body against his leaving an imprint before he forced himself to release her and step back.

“You’re not seriously considering marrying that man” he stated in an appalled tone and she shook her head emphatically.

“Oh, heavens no!” she gasped with a slight laugh, “Lord Lester attached himself to my side at the refreshment table and I haven’t been able to shake him.  He was fine at first but the more he had to drink this evening, the more...”

“Unhinged he sounded?”

“Well...maybe” she admitted with a grimace.  “He’s not...that bad normally.”

“If you have to hesitate when describing someone, it’s best to avoid them.  What exactly is he supposed to be anyway?” he questioned with disgust and she shook her head helplessly.

“An ancient warrior, I think.  He kept reciting battle poetry to me.”

“That man is entirely too old to be wearing an outfit like that in public” he commented and she nodded, heartily in agreement.

“He’s very connected in government.  He’s an associate of my father's so I tried to be polite, but I have to admit I’ve just been trying to avoid him for most of the evening” she informed him ruefully.

One dark eyebrow winged up in response. “That man having anything to do with government is a terrifying thought.”

She bit her lip to keep down the smile that threatened to break across her face, but she couldn’t stop the nod of agreement.  Raine followed the small movement of her lips before forcing his gaze back to her eyes where she was watching him with a dawning expression of puzzled recognition.  She knew him...but she didn’t.

“Have we....met before?” she asked hesitantly and he shook his head.

“No.” 

“Oh.  You look...familiar.  You haven’t been to any of the events this past week? Lady Alton's picnic perhaps?”

He shook his head again.  “No.”

“This is my first masquerade.  Lady Linley is a good friend of my mother's and thought it would be more enjoyable than a regular ball.  After dealing with Lord Lester all night, I’m not sure how I feel about it. It seems to have made quite a few people act...oddly” she admitted with a twist of her lips and Raine suddenly felt the need to change the disappointment she was openly feeling.

It was obvious she’d been looking forward to the evening, fantasizing how the evening would go while picking out her costume and getting dressed with thoughts of the innocent, slightly mysterious romance a masquerade always inspired.

Only to have her experience marred by a drunken lech.  Anger roiled through him at the thought of the man touching Alexandra and seriously considered hunting him down to leave the idiot unconscious for the rest of the evening. Possibly permanently unconscious.

“I’m Alexandra Browning,” she introduced herself with a soft smile, “thank you for rescuing me.”

She waited expectantly and, after a long pause, he answered.

“Raine. Bellator.”

His head told him to give a nod, tell her she was welcome, and disappear into the night. Instead, he opened his mouth and asked, “Have you danced yet?”

Brown eyes brightened in surprise while he silently castigated himself.  It was the height of idiocy of him to come here, let alone actually hold her in his arms, taunting himself with what he couldn’t have and exposing herself to a Seraphin she hadn’t previously known about.

But his body didn’t seem to be under his control anymore as he waited with one arm stretched out. She hesitated, searching his face before reaching out to place her gloved hand within his with a softly spoken “no”.

Warmth jumped between them and her gaze jerked to his in surprise.  Ignoring the question in her eyes, he pulled her closer, one hand sliding around her waist while the other curled over her hand.  Her breath caught and her lips parted softly at the contact as their bodies brushed lightly.

“This is my first waltz tonight,” she confessed wistfully, her voice trailing off with a slight laugh, “I don’t know why I just told a stranger that.”  

Raine cocked his head as faint music from the open ballroom windows floated gently out on the night air.

“Then, let’s make this one memorable, shall we?”

Back and forth, with smooth twirls and graceful dips, he waltzed her through the shadows, around a tinkling fountain, and by fragrant night-blooming flowers.

He could hardly be called a good dancer-he only knew how to waltz at all because of an assignment he’d been given a few years before.  He was a warrior, not a dancer, but the world had shifted the second he’d taken Alexandra into his arms and he knew that he’d never forget this moment even when the years stretched into eternity and the woman before him had long turned to dust.

She moved smoothly within his arms, their bodies fitting perfectly as they moved with effortless, fluid motion. She felt warm and vibrant in his arms, his soul reaching for hers as they rotated slowly in time to the melody drifting on the air.

He mentally recorded every breath, every movement, every sound she made as the feel of her in his embrace seared into his memory and he knew he’d never truly be free of her ever again.

The music wound down and slowly he eased their twirling until they stopped.  Unlacing his fingers from her, a voice of warning screamed inside his head to pull back even as he bent and softly touched his lips to hers.  The kiss lasted less than a heartbeat but it took several moments longer for her eyes to flutter open, their dark depths hazy in the moonlight.

With regret, he gently touched one finger to her smooth cheek before stepping away.  His control was tenuous at best and he knew if he didn’t stop this madness now, he’d do something that he’d later regret.  

“I have to go, Sweet Pea,” he murmured, desperately trying to ignore the eyes that shined up at him.  “Go back to the ball and don’t go out into the shadows with strange men anymore.  It’s dangerous.”  And with those solemn words, he melted away into the darkness, leaving the only woman to hold a piece of his soul behind, alone in a moonlit garden.
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Maerwyth, Present Day

The small boat dipped slightly as Raine Bellator jumped onto the dock, wrapping a rough-hewn rope around a pillar to secure it before striding up the path to a massive stone castle holding court over the island set in the middle of a lake.

Maerwyth had been Cadrian Ethanael’s home since the beginning of time itself, providing a sanctuary from the burdens and stresses of his dangerous life.  It was where he oversaw the task of protecting the earth by fighting and containing its enemies.

To do that he recruited Blackstar Guardians, men and women willing to join him in fighting those determined to gain a foothold in the Light Realm, intent on domination, regardless of the cost.  

It was here that the Guardians received assignments, trained both physically and mentally, and found a second home populated by others who became more than just friends forged in the midst of battle...they became an unbreakable family.

Raine had become a Guardian back when the world felt new but was not exempt from the evil designs of men and beast.  Cadrian had saved him, believed in him when he’d been forsaken by everyone he knew.  He’d given him a solid purpose, a reason for living that had sustained him for millennia, and for that, Cadrian had earned his loyalty and trust for life.

The massive front doors opened inward by themselves as soon as he set foot on the top step and Raine’s lips quirked slightly as he passed through them, knowing that no matter where on the planet Cadrian might be, he always maintained complete control of Maerwyth.  A bee could fly within an inch of the castle and Cadrian knew about it.

He strode into the cavernous main hall, nodding curtly at the two Guardians hacking away at each other with their Shadow swords, and walked calmly through the two swordsmen.  

They had a competition going to see which one of them could hold out the longest before exhaustion set in.  According to Rafe and Aidan, two more Guardians sitting on one of the couches against the wall and enjoying the show, they’d been at it for three days straight.  They laughingly invited Raine to join the betting pool, but he just shook his head and continued out of the room.

Turning down a side hallway, he stopped before a wide, highly polished oak door, an image of a long sword carved into the wood.  Knocking firmly, he waited for the order to ‘enter’ before pushing it open and stepping inside.  

Cadrian sat behind his large mahogany desk, working the razor-thin magic-infused, crystal data screen before him with just his mind and talking on the phone at the same time.  His one-year-old son, Kellan, sat in a playpen beside the desk, chattering to the two toy trains clenched in his chubby hands.  

Cadrian waved him into the chairs set before the desk and Raine sank into one, sweeping the study with an encompassing glance and taking in the tasteful mix of highly polished antiques and state-of-the-art, magic-infused technology.  He knew from experience that hidden screens could be accessed from any wall, instantly turning it from gentleman’s study to command center with a fleeting thought from Cadrian’s mind.

Cadrian himself was much like his office, appearing one way on the surface and yet full of mystery on the inside.  Tall and handsome with eyes that changed color every day, he appeared to be a successful businessman in his late thirties.  Only those closest to him knew that he’d been born just after the formation of the earth itself.

There was an air of mystery about Cadrian-as well as a perpetual hum of energy that disconcerted people that weren’t used to it.  He exuded power, tightly leased and controlled, but always there even when he was relaxed, making even the most confident of people take a wary step back.

To others, Cadrian was an enigma to be treated with caution, but to Raine, he was the stalwart father he’d never had growing up.

Only Cadrian knew the hell he’d lived through in childhood.  Only Cadrian knew the anguish, the guilt, and the ghosts that haunted him even to this day.  He’d been there when no one else was, giving him a purpose in life, a rock he could count on.  He was the only man Raine completely trusted and there wasn’t anything his foster father couldn’t ask that he wouldn’t do.

Eying a plate of freshly baked sugar cookies sitting on the edge of the desk, Raine knew they had been baked by Cadrian’s wife, Aisley.  Ever since they’d married two years before, Maerwyth had been filled with the scents of Aisley’s baking and had become an even more popular place for Guardian’s to congregate than before.

Beside the cookies sat a data pad with a thin screen made of magic-infused water and framed in pale green crystal, most likely containing the reason Cadrian had called him in that morning.

“I have an assignment for you,” Cadrian said finally, pressing a finger on the water screen of his phone to end the call and absently flicking a hand to move the train his son had just levitated across the room back to the playpen.

He motioned toward the data pad and Raine leaned forward to pick it up, a quick swipe of his finger sending ripples across the surface to activate it.  A sepia-toned picture of a man who’d been dead for over a century appeared on the screen and he stilled, recognizing the man even after all this time.

“Dr. Chasworth Browning.  A brilliant scientist and someone you’re already familiar with, I believe?” Cadrian commented with a raised eyebrow.  Raine gave a short nod in return, thoughts of an innocently pretty face and bright laugh flitting through his mind.

“He’s been dead over two centuries.  Why am I looking at him now?”

“At the time of his kidnapping, he was working on a truth serum for the Gennasaretian government.  That didn’t pan out, but, apparently by accident, he created something else instead.  A mind-control drug.  A very powerful mind-control drug.  Taking the tiniest drop would render the victim in total submission-permanently.”

Raine straightened up at that, the possibilities of such a drug flying through his head.  The ability to control minds wasn’t an unheard-of Gift, but their effects were short-lived.  To have a mind-control drug with permanent effects...the idea was terrifying, to say the least.

“He created one by accident?” he repeated with a frown and Cadrian nodded.  “Why didn’t we know that then?”

“You remember he was abducted while returning home from an evening at the theater and held for a year.  When he was eventually found he was a broken man, barely coherent.  His family took him into the country where he died six months later.  The whole affair caused quite a stir at the time-and the reason for his abduction was never revealed or solved.  No one knew who had kidnapped him nor why they tortured him for that year” Cadrian reminded him, making Raine frown.

“But we know what happened.  Dr. Browning was kidnapped by local Raeim associated with the Grenvilles, headed by Rupert Atworth.  I was part of the team that eliminated them back when it happened after they attempted to kidnap a princess” he pointed out and Cadrian nodded at the pad he’d given Raine while flicking a glance at the baby, a pacifier appearing in the child’s mouth.

“We didn’t know about the serum then because it was thought at the time that his kidnapping was tied to his brother.  Next” he ordered and Raine obeyed, brushed his finger across the screen, causing it to ripple like disturbed water before new information formed on its surface.

The front page of an old newspaper appeared with a headline screaming MISSING SCIENTIST FOUND! and a photograph of a middle-aged man with an intelligent face and wire-rimmed glasses smiling distractedly.

There was also a large picture of a family portrait.  The doctor stood with a beautifully elegant woman with kind eyes at his side while two boys in their early teens and a young woman with dark, laughing eyes and graceful hands sat around them.  They were all dressed in the height of fashion and were obviously well off.

He studied the photograph for a moment, lingering on the face of the young woman.  She wasn’t as breathtakingly beautiful as her mother, but she was arrestingly pretty with a sweet vivaciousness that drew all attention to her.  Long black hair fell down about her shoulders and back, her dark eyes sparkling with good humor, lips curving into a smile that begged to be kissed.

Alexandra.

A glimmer of memory flooded back and the same sharp pang that always struck when he thought of how that bright smile was gone forever punched him hard enough to steal his breath. He’d had little more than a few brief moments with her in a darkened garden, but she haunted him to this day.

“Again, this happened over two hundred years ago.  Why am I looking at a newspaper article now?”

“Browning kept journals detailing all of his experiments.  When he discovered the mind control drug, he tested it on two subjects-a couple he paid well.  When Rupert kidnapped him, they took any journals they could find as well but couldn’t decipher the code he kept them in.”

“Smart of him” Raine commented.

“Yes.  Dr. Browning was an exceptionally intelligent man.  You killed Rupert just a day after Browning was taken prisoner and Rupert’s oldest son, Dremond, continued interrogating him for the information they wanted.  Only Browning never talked. When he was finally rescued and delivered back to his family, he kept repeating “Alexandra is the key. Keep her safe” over and over before he lost consciousness.  When he woke up he not only remembered nothing that had happened of the kidnapping, his next memory was the Christmas three years before.  Saxon told me what Browning said in his report and we kept an eye on the family but nothing further happened” he paused, taking a long drink from the glass on his desk as Raine flipped through the other information on the screen, noting the dossiers on the rest of the family, including a full-page on Browning’s brother-in-law, a top Gennasaret government official with ties to the Oaken run organization known as Rowen.

“Have Browning’s lost journals re-surfaced?” he questioned, searching through the various possibilities as to why this was now being brought up and Cadrian shook his head.

“No.  One of the kidnappers ripped out the journal page containing a portion of the formula-apparently the doctor was smart enough to split it into two journals.  She made a note of everything that had happened during and after the kidnapping before sending it to her brother.  Only the brother was killed during a local power skirmish and she was hunted down shortly after Dr. Browning’s rescue.  All of the brother’s personal effects were put in a box in the attic, where they stayed until they were found...by Rena Taines” Cadrian finished significantly and Raine grunted, knowing already what was coming.

Rena Taines was a Dark Born particularly talented at planning out brilliantly nefarious schemes, not caring who got sacrificed along the way as long as she accomplished her goals.  She’d schemed and killed her way to become a favorite of her fathers-a particularly brutal Darkling.  Because of the viciousness of her nature, there were very few who challenged her-at least not openly.  

Her younger brother, Aguirre, was just as brutal as she was but didn’t have the brain to go along with it.  Little more than a thug, he followed his sister with unquestioning loyalty, taking great delight in any job that brought pain to someone else.

Unfortunately, Rena harbored an intense hatred of Raine since he’d ruined a plan she’d put in motion and had caused her to lose status with her father years ago and she’d made hunting down and killing Raine her primary target.  

“Rena has the letter and a page from the journal, but without the key to decode it, it’s worthless.  So, what’s her interest?” Raine asked, folding his arms over his chest and looking questioningly at Cadrian.

“After she found the journal page, she did some research-and discovered the truth serum he’d created.  Something she is very interested in obtaining” he remarked with a grimace before continuing, “She’s planning to send Aguirre back in time to kidnap Browning and his daughter, Alexandra.  She has come to the conclusion-probably correctly-that the daughter is ‘the key’ he was mumbling about and with both in her hands, she intends to decode the journal and not only have the mind control serum-but all of his formulas.”

Raine paused and waited several heartbeats before responding.  “You want to run that by me again?”

“She’s sending Aguirre back in time” he repeated, causing Raine to swear violently.

“Go back in time?  How exactly is she planning to do that?” he said demanded incredulously.

“She made a deal with a Traveller.”

A small antique gold ball suspended on a chain appeared suddenly on the desk in front of Raine.  The ball itself was created with overlapping thin gold bands, engraved with intricate symbols written in the Creator’s tongue while at its center was suspended a small green gem in the shape of a sphere.  

He studied them curiously for a long minute, before reaching out to pick up the single chain, brushing a finger over the Travelstone and feeling the buzz of powerful magic encased within it.

Travellers were part of a race called the Eidolon, charged with keeping history progressing on its natural timeline set by the Creators.  Travelers moved through time fixing whatever went wrong and setting things back on their correct course.

They were extremely secretive, doing their job so quietly and efficiently that most people had only vaguely heard of them.  Raine didn’t think he’d ever heard of a Traveller going rogue.  Though to be honest, he’d only had a handful of dealings with them so he wasn’t an expert by any stretch.

“How did Rena convince a Traveller to join her?  She had to have offered something pretty enticing to do that.”

“She can be very persuasive, so it could be anything.  The rogue took Aquirre back in time with him-probably as muscle.  Using this Travelstone, I want you to go back and save both the Doctor and his daughter.  Retrieve the journal and make sure Aquirre gets back to the present-we don’t want him hanging around in the past and causing more damage.  The Travellers know about their rogue-as well as our mission-and are willing to let you do your job before taking him in” Cadrian ordered and Raine nodded, glancing down at the Travelstone in his hand.

“Try to avoid meeting yourself in the past and make sure you know where you’re time-jumping so you don’t end up in the middle of a wall,” Cadrian reminded him, his lips twitching when Raine shot him a dark look.

“Have I suddenly got ‘idiot’ written on my forehead?”

Wisely ignoring the question, Cadrian continued. “I’d jump from the Haven in Allessand.  You can get a change of clothes, funds, and any information you need before going out.”

“I’ll leave tomorrow” he agreed with a short nod and Cadrian studied him closely for a moment, his expression inscrutable.

“A lot depends on this Raine-I’m counting on you,” he told him quietly and Raine frowned.  The situation was serious, true, but there was something else in Cadrian’s star-filled eyes, some elusive emotion that bothered him.

“I won’t let you down” he vowed and Cadrian nodded before pulling a milk bottle out of thin air and handing it to Kellen, who took it eagerly and grinned gummily at Raine with sharply intelligent eyes.

“I know you won’t” he answered and Raine stood up, knowing their meeting was at an end.  Nodding goodbye, he made his way out of the castle.

Cadrian gazed thoughtfully at the empty doorway as Raine left, hoping the other man would take the second chance he was being given.  He had no doubt that Raine would do his best to close his assignment successfully-he was known to single-mindedly push through every obstacle until he’d completed whatever mission he’d been assigned.

But this one was different.  This assignment was deeply personal and Cadrian knew more than anyone that Raine avoided personal like the plague.

A breathtaking blond appeared in the doorjamb and he smiled, warmth replacing worry as he motioned his wife in.  Aisley grinned when his grey eyes light up hopefully as she stepped inside the study, a silver bowl held high in one hand.

“Is that what I think it is?”

Pausing to stoop and press a soft kiss to her son’s head, she sent a teasing look over her shoulder at him.  “I’ll have you know I had to hide this while I was baking and then fight my way through a crowd of Guardians just to get in here.”

Reaching out a hand, he tugged her onto his lap, eyeing both woman and cookie dough bowl lasciviously.  Shaking her head, she scooped up a large bite of dough and held it to his mouth.  Giving a little sigh of happiness at having three of his favorite things around him-wife, baby son, and cookie dough-he savored two more large spoonfuls before looking at Aisley’s amused face.

“You’re incorrigible.”

“It’s your fault.  You knew I was an addict before you married me.  Now you’re an enabler.”

“Very funny!”

Hitting him lightly on the arm, she rested her head against his shoulder as her gaze moved toward the empty doorway where Raine had recently excited.  “Do you think things will work out all right?  That he’ll choose differently this time?” she wondered quietly and Cadrian shrugged, setting the silver bowl on the desk before wrapping an arm around her waist.

“It all depends on him.  Raine is....complicated.  He’s fearless on a battlefield, but when faced with letting someone see inside of him...there’s a fear and a hurt rooted so deep inside that he won’t let himself be free of it.  It’s a prison of his own making and he’s the only one who can break out of it.  This is the last chance he has to change things.  If he chooses not to again...there’s nothing to be done.”

“And then what happens to him?”

“Then he either continues on as he always has...or something in him will shatter” he frowned, feeling the constraints the Creators had set on him keenly. There were times he wished he could do more than give his Guardians a gentle push in the direction that was in their best interest and hope they made the right choice.

“I’d like to see him happy.  He always seems so...haunted” she commented and Cadrian rubbed a comforting hand slowly along her arm.

“He refuses to relinquish blame for something, not his fault.  All I can do is put him in the right place and hope things are different this time around.”

“It sucks to be you sometimes.”

“Yeah, it really does.”

Two men appeared in the doorway, one of them clearing his throat in an attempt to announce their presence.

Cadrian sighed and raised a single eyebrow in their direction.

“Sorry to interrupt. We were wondering if Aisley had a stash of cookies hidden away somewhere” Aiden inquired politely, his gold-rimmed blue eyes flicking to the plate on the desk. It slid on its own closer to Cadrian, causing the dragon’s lips to purse in response.

“They’re in the cookie jar on the counter” she informed them with a smile.

“Correction.  They were in the cookie jar.  It’s empty” Hawk told her regretfully, causing her to sit up and stare at them in disbelief.

“That’s impossible.  I literally just filled it to the top before coming in here five minutes ago.  It can’t be empty.”

“Yeah, well, apparently it was swarmed and now everyone in the training room is eating them.  There aren’t even crumbs left in the jar” Aiden announced in disgust while Hawk shot a hopeful smile her way.

“Do you have cookies hidden away somewhere?” he probed and she looked heavenward while shaking her head.

“There’s a plate in the middle pantry hidden behind the root vegetable baskets” she admitted finally and the two grinned at her.

“Thanks, Aisley.”

“You’re the best.”

Turning back to her husband as they left, her eyes narrowed when she caught sight of the amusement sparking his grey eyes.  “I’m beginning to think you married me just so I’d keep everyone supplied in desserts.”

“That’s not the only reason I married you.  It’s a happy fringe benefit.”

She huffed out a laugh and punched him lightly on the arm. “I can hardly take anything out of the oven before they’ve eaten it all!”

Cadrian grinned while reaching out and snagging another spoonful of dough.  “I did warn you in the beginning you didn’t have to cook for them but you insisted,” he reminded her with a smirk, “now you’ve got them so hooked they might actually riot if you stopped.  You really have no choice but to continue.  For the good of morale.”

Lazily licking the spoon clean while she watched him with narrowed green eyes, his lips twitched as he peered into the bowl.  “Is this all the dough you made?”
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Chapter 2
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Raine stepped back onto his yacht, the Alexandra XII, and moved to the engine room to start her up.  With the engine purring and the boat rumbling faintly beneath his feet, he navigated out through the small, hidden passageway cut through the ring of mountains surrounding Maerwyth.  A short nod at the Sentinels standing guard at Anconia’s entrance and he was back out in the open water, heading northwest toward Gennasaret.

The Alexandra XII was the latest in a string of boats he’d made his home in for most of his adult life.  He liked living on the water.  The freedom of turning on the engine, sailing anywhere he wanted to go, and knowing all he had to do was tie up at the dock to be officially moved to a new residence.  

The boats had come a long way over the years.  The Alexandra XII was loaded with the latest in technology and luxury with plush carpets, smooth glowing woods, and polished metals to rival any expensive hotel.  He had a better electronic setup than most small countries-all enhanced with magic-and enough bedrooms that any guest he had wouldn’t be bumping into one another.

Not that he had guests-at least, not on purpose.  He’d never actually invited anyone to stay on his yacht, but fellow Guardians and their families had a habit of just coming aboard whenever they felt like it and had a tendency to just laugh off his blunt hints that they leave, so he’d finally just made sure that he had at least one guest room.

Shrugging off his thigh-length black leather jacket, he tossed it onto the back of the captain's chair.  Setting the navigator to auto pilot, he noted the time it would take to reach Wyeth harbor, near Anconia Gardens, and then swiped the control screen to increase the speed slightly.  He’d dock at his berth there and take a plane to Allessand.  He’d prefer to sail the boat there, but he didn’t want to chance the extra days it would take.

He sent one more, quick glance around to make sure everything looked good before heading down into the well-stocked galley.  

Admittedly not much of a cook, he’d filled it with pre-made meals that could be warmed up or easily tossed together, like a sandwich.  He was infinitely grateful for the advances in cooking methods.  Finding a meal had been a whole lot more difficult when everything had to be scrounged from the earth and then made from scratch over a cooking fire.

Opening the full-sized refrigerator, he pulled out a drink and twisted the top off while making his way up the stairs to his bedroom. The room was dark but his enhanced night vision made it easy to see as clearly as if it were noon. Kicking his boots off in the general direction of the closet, he headed into the bathroom.

Shedding his clothes, he paused to stare sightlessly in
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