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IT FELT SURREAL TO actually be in the realm I’d dreamed about so often. The spike of pain in my heart eased off enough for me to get moving. I’d never been so glad to be wearing warm winter clothing before. Snow from the perpetual blizzard pelted my face. Getting inside was my goal, so I focused on the crystal palace as I shoved the snow globe in my backpack. I took my gloves out of my backpack and pulled them on.

A lump formed in my throat at the devastation that lay in front of me. Just like in my dreams, vast sections of the upper floors of the structure were gone. Thick slabs of crystal were probably lying beneath layers of snow, as well as inside. A glance made it obvious that I couldn’t enter through the gigantic main doors. They were frozen solid behind several feet of ice. Thanks to the damage caused by the magical storm, there were plenty of places for me to infiltrate the main wing. 

I slogged my way through the drifts and tripped over something. Landing on my hands and knees, I felt a block of solid ice beneath me. I brushed the snow away and blanched when I saw a person encased in ice. It was too dense for me to make out their features. The snow was so deep that it covered the warriors who’d been caught in the blizzard. I’d been walking across an icy graveyard without realizing it.

There was nothing I could do for the victims, so I crossed to the wall next to the doors, climbing over the obstructions in my path. Peering upwards, I judged the distance I’d have to climb. “It’s only twenty feet or so,” I murmured. “You can do it, Harm,” I added, glad no one was around to hear me giving myself a peptalk. In fact, I was the only being in the vicinity. Everyone who’d been sent to the realm through the orbs were spread out far and wide. It was a relief that Chaos and his cronies weren’t close by, but I wished I had at least one of my friends with me. They had other tasks to do, so I’d have to face this on my own.

Slippery ice made climbing the wall difficult, but I found enough handholds to haul myself upwards. I dropped to the floor inside the foyer that led to the throne room. Part of the ceiling and upper floors had disintegrated into piles of rubble. The magic that had once protected the palace was long gone. The candles hadn’t burned for the past five millennia. No one had inhabited the building since the king and queen had vanished and their army had been vanquished. Any survivors would have fled far away.

“I’m glad Ares and I explored this place so thoroughly,” I muttered as I made my way to the tiny sitting room I’d dreamed myself to in my sleep. Whole sections of the building had collapsed and I had to climb over the debris. I had to backtrack a couple of times and take different hallways before finally reaching the sitting room.

I could see the upper floors when I tilted my head back. Just enough rubble jutted out from the ruined upper level to shelter the small sitting room a bit. I gingerly climbed over piles of crystal shards and looked around. The lamp table was somehow intact. An object that hadn’t been there in my dreams was sitting on it. Moving closer, I tried to pick it up, but ice coated it. Smashing it with my fist, I pulled it free.

“Ares wrapped a curtain around the gift to protect it,” I realized as I unfolded the ancient gold material. A book lay inside the folds. Flipping it open, my breath caught when I saw page after page of drawings. “He drew a map of the tunnel system and the labyrinth,” I said, tears welling in my eyes.

This gift was precious in more ways than one. Not only would it aid me to reach the tower safely, it was the only thing I had left of the man I loved.

Hugging the sketchbook to my chest, I willed myself not to give in to my despair. It wasn’t easy to get my emotions under control, but I forced the tears away. The snow globe pulsed weakly when I opened my backpack. I shoved the book inside, then left the sitting room. There was one more room I needed to visit before I could  begin the trek underground to the tower.

I headed down the hall and paused when I reached the small library where Ares always appeared. It looked exactly the same as I’d seen it in my dreams. The ceiling was gone. So was the wall where he’d gazed out the window with a light on, waiting for me to arrive. This wasn’t my intended destination, so I kept going.

Skirting around a gap in the floor, I hurried along the hallway and saw devastation wherever I went. Ice coated everything. There was no reprieve from the weather with the ceiling gone. Only the walls and floors remained in this section, but they were badly damaged. An eerie sense of déjà vu dogged me as I made my way up to the third floor.

The doors to the royal bedchamber were closed, just as I’d expected. The dragon crest had been torn off and was nowhere in sight. Ice coated the handles and I tried to break it with my fists. The gloves I’d pulled on protected my hands, but the physical exertion was getting to me. My magic felt different here, as if it had become enhanced. I delved inside myself and discovered I could now perform different spells.

Taking my glove off, I put my hand on the handle and conjured heat. The ice melted and I pushed the doors open. The bedroom was perfectly preserved, since the ceiling was intact. A thick layer of ice covered everything, but nothing had been destroyed. Pulling my glove back on, I stepped inside.

Turning in a circle, I stopped when I saw the painting of the king and queen. Again, the couple weren’t sitting on their thrones. The queen cowered on the floor of the throne room with the king towering over her. His head was tilted back and he’d been captured laughing at her cruelly. I didn’t turn away in horror this time. Instead, I examined it closely to see what had seemed so off about it.

I spotted the anomaly straight away this time. “His pupils are bronze,” I said and fresh grief rose. My mind had shied away from this awful truth in my dreams. I’d seen it and hadn’t wanted to believe it. Ares had been usurped by our ancient enemy. The change of his pupils was undeniable proof that Chaos had taken him over.

Instinct made me reach inside my backpack for the snow globe. “Well, I brought you home,” I said to it. “I guess I’m supposed to put you back in the tower now, right?”

Dim white light flashed twice, then there was a pause before it flashed once.

“Thanks, that really cleared it up,” I complained. “Does that mean I have to put you back on the pedestal eventually, but I can’t do it now?” I asked.

This time, it flashed once for yes.

“What the hell am I supposed to do first?” I asked in confusion. I’d thought bringing the magical device home and putting it back in the tower was all I’d need to do. My friends were out there somewhere, hopefully making their way to the other towers. The barrage of visions Order had sent me had all centered around this goal. All four orbs needed to be returned to their towers.

I felt a tugging sensation in my head and began to follow it. Leaving the royal chamber, I pulled the door shut and allowed the magic to lead me. I ended up in a parlor a few hallways away. It was also sheltered from the storm. I pushed the door open to see portraits covering the walls. Most were of the royal family dating back to the distant past. All of the females of my line had blonde hair with pink strands mixed in.

There were also portraits of the aristocracy and other people. There were even images of workers and servants. “Do you need me to find my kin?” I asked, still holding the globe. It flashed once, stronger this time. “Your magic won’t return until a royal is in residence and the palace folk return,” I surmised. Again, it flashed once in agreement.

Blowing out a sigh, I realized my grand plan had just been derailed. I figured there had to have been some survivors after Chaos had attacked the palace. The only problem was that I had no idea where they were, or how to find them. “Will you guide me to them?” I asked. The single flash of light was reassuring. I might be on my own in this strange land, but at least I had some help to achieve my difficult quest.

“I hope the others are okay,” I said as I began retracing my route back downstairs. With luck, they would figure out what they needed to do in order for us to defeat Chaos and his army. Their orbs would hopefully guide them just like mine was leading me.
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PHOEBE AND ENOCH CLUTCHED hold of each other as they were sent to the other realm. They fell into a deep pile of snow and landed hard on ice hidden beneath it. The ice shattered on impact and they began to sink into freezing water. Enoch lost his grip on his mate and the water globe, momentarily stunned by pain. Both sank out of sight as he struggled to get his pants and shoes off.

Half dazed from the rough landing, Phoebe sank like a rock. Enoch had been beneath her and had cushioned her fall, so she was mostly unscathed. Panic seized hold of her as darkness closed around her. She looked up to see the hole they’d broken in the ice was already closing over. The water globe flashed with wan blue light. She kicked her legs to go after it.

Enoch’s admiration for his fire demon rose. He could feel Phoebe’s fright through their bond, but she wasn’t about to let the orb become lost. His affinity with water told him they were in a deep lake. The water didn’t have salt in it, but it was still a balm to a merman who’d been away from the ocean for too long.

He stuffed his clothes into his backpack, then his legs merged into a fishtail and gills sprouted on his neck. He zoomed towards Phoebe and caught her just as she grabbed the water globe. Pressing his mouth to hers, he filled her lungs with air. Phoebe’s relief that she wasn’t going to drown was palpable. She wrapped one arm around him and hugged the orb between them.

Sensing his beloved’s panic was gone, Enoch drew away after a few seconds. He turned his back and waited for Phoebe to put the globe inside his backpack. He couldn’t sense any of his guards or people close by. He would have to find them and lead them to the sea castle, which was a long way from their current location.

Enoch took Phoebe’s hand and swam back to the surface. The ice wasn’t just thick, it was impenetrable. He tried to command it to let them through, but it resisted him. The blizzard was magical and was far stronger than any storm he’d ever seen before.

Phoebe tugged on Enoch’s arm and pointed at her mouth. He breathed air into her lungs again, then she motioned for him to move back. The merman swam a short distance away and turned to watch.

Taking her gloves off, Phoebe pressed her palms against the ice, then summoned her power. Steam bubbled all around her as she unleashed her fire magic on the barrier. It melted within seconds and she burst to the surface. Enoch swam down, then propelled himself upwards. Grabbing hold of his mate by her waist, he shot into the air with her in his arms. His legs reformed and he landed on his feet, skidding on the slippery ice.

Phoebe was glad she hadn’t succumbed to her panic completely. Harmoni had warned them all what to expect once they came to this world. It would have been terrifying to smash into the lake like that. Even after being warned about it, it had still been a shock. “Thanks for saving me, Aquaman,” she said as Enoch put her down.

“You’re the one who melted the ice,” he reminded her as he pulled his socks, pants and shoes on again.

“We’re both awesome,” the fire demon said. She used her magic to dry them both, but they wouldn’t stay dry for long in this snowstorm. Enoch didn’t feel the cold like she did. She could heat herself up with her magic, so she wasn’t about to freeze.

“I can’t sense any of my people close by,” Enoch reported, turning in a circle.

“What about the sea castle?” she asked. “Can you feel it?”

He nodded and pointed to the west. “I can feel most of my merfolk spread out in this region,” he added. “One group is a long way away.”

“What’s our plan?” Phoebe asked.

“I can’t leave my kin stranded in a strange world,” Enoch said. “I know we have to get the globe to the tower, but I need to find them.”

She nodded in agreement, which made him love her even more. “I’m sure Harm would agree we need to regather our troops,” she figured. “The bad guys are probably spread out all over the place, too,” she added.

“We won’t be able to see them in this storm,” he figured and patted the assault rifle he’d managed to keep hold of. “It’s lucky we have backup if our water and fire magic fail us.”

Phoebe had kept hold of her weapon as well and they had spare ammo in their backpacks. “We should get going,” she decided, looking up at the roiling clouds. “It’s hard to tell, but I think it’ll get dark here soon.”

Enoch took her hand and began leading her towards the closest group of merfolk. “It’s going to be a long journey to the sea castle,” he warned her. “We’ll have to be vigilant, since the blizzard is so loud.”

“Anyone could sneak up on us and we wouldn’t see or hear them,” she said dourly. “They’ll have just as much trouble detecting us,” she added on a brighter note.

“Harmoni didn’t mention what sort of creatures or people we might encounter over here,” he said as they slipped and slid across the icy lake, forging a path through the deep snow.

“I’m pretty sure all non-humans originally came from here, so there’ll be merfolk, demons, shifters, vampires and syrictae at the least,” his mate replied.

“The merfolk fled from this world,” Enoch refuted. “My people are all that’s left.”

Phoebe squeezed his hand in sympathy. “I forgot about that,” she said apologetically. “But you’re back now,” she added. “Maybe you’ll be able to reclaim the sea castle and you can bring all of the merfolk home.”

“I hope so,” he said wistfully. “I’ve always felt as if I don’t belong on Earth. I never fit in there.”

“Neither did I,” she said ruefully. “I’ve never even met another fire demon. My parents must have been killed before I was kidnapped by Aion Corp hunters. I have no idea if I have any family at all.”

“I’m your family now,” Enoch said firmly. “You’ll become my queen and we’ll rule the sea castle and our territory together.”

Phoebe snickered at that thought. “Queen Phoebe has a nice ring to it,” she joked. He gave her an amused look, flicking his frozen long blond hair over his shoulder. Her messy bun was coated in ice as well. She would only use her magic sparingly, as Harmoni had advised her. They had no idea what obstacles they would encounter during their travels.

Phoebe’s stomach rumbled and a realization hit her. “I didn’t bring any snacks with me,” she said in dismay. “What are we going to eat in this realm?”

“There were fish in the lake,” Enoch said to put her at ease. “I’m sure there are animals in the woods ahead.” He could just make out trees in the distance through the driving snow.

“I guess we won’t find any fast-food restaurants here,” the demon said sourly. “Goodbye burgers and fries, hello chunks of wild animal meat on sticks roasting over a campfire.”

Enoch grinned at that image. “Who needs a campfire when you can roast the food yourself?” he reminded her.

“Good point,” she conceded. “How far away are your people?”

“The closest group is only a few hours away,” he replied, gesturing vaguely at the woods. He stumbled when he reached the bank of the lake and almost tripped.

“I’ve got you, babe,” Phoebe said, easily keeping him upright, thanks to her inhuman strength.

Enoch turned to face her with a serious expression. “I know everything has gone to hell and our lives might never be the same again, but I’m glad this has happened.”

“Why?” Phoebe asked. Butterflies fluttered around in her stomach as his eyes held hers.

“Because I met you,” he replied, cupping her cheek with his gloved hand. “I’d trade everything I own for you. You’re the love of my life and you own my heart.”

Her own heart felt like bursting at his declaration. “I love you, too, Enoch,” she said, wishing she was as eloquent as he was. “Even though you’re a thousand years old and we’re supposed to be mortal enemies,” she joked.

Enoch pulled her in for a kiss, grinning at the same time. “Life will never be dull with you around, my love,” he predicted.

Her response was to pinch his butt, then she hooked her arm through his. “Come on, babe, we have merfolk to rescue,” she said and tugged him back into action.
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BROOKE AND GIRARD KNEW Florence would be with them when they were sent to the other realm. The witch’s health was fragile and she had a bad back. The trio hadn’t known Harmoni could use the globes as a portal without using their magic, but they were prepared for the journey.

Florence felt arms wrap around her from the front and back when Harm’s magic surrounded them. All three were suddenly airborne and were flying through a freezing snowstorm. Girard landed first, cushioning her with his muscular form. Brooke grabbed hold of a tree to halt their uncontrollable slide.

“Are you okay, mom?” Girard asked, back bruised from the rough landing. A deep snowbank just before the woods had broken their fall. He was glad they hadn’t been impaled by any branches.

“I’m fine, son,” Florence replied, but her voice was shaky.

Brooke helped them both to their feet, ignoring the snow that pelted her. She didn’t feel the frigid temperature. “Did you break anything?” the vampire asked her husband.

“A couple of ribs feel fractured,” he admitted, grimacing at the pain. “I’ll heal quickly enough,” he figured. “I dropped the wind globe and my gear just before we landed,” he added.

“You two wait here and I’ll find them,” Brooke said. She went in search of Girard’s gear and found the orb, clothing and medical supplies a short distance away. Grabbing them, she returned to the pair.

Florence was trembling from mild shock after their trip through the globe. “I had no idea Harmoni could use a spell like that,” she said in wonder. Girard had moved her over to a tree with a wide trunk to shelter them from the wind.

“Did she use the globes as portals?” Brooke asked, handing the gear back to Girard.

Florence shook her head. “The magic I sensed came directly from Harmoni. She somehow sent us through the orbs to this world, but I’m not sure what she did.”

“Our daughter has secrets,” Girard said, pulling his wife close to hug her.

Brooke’s hands ran up and down his back, checking his injuries. He flinched when she found his broken ribs. They weren’t protruding from his body, so she figured he would recover quickly without needing to shift. “What now?” she asked. “Harm said we would end up here and that we have to find the stone citadel. Do either of you have any idea how to locate it?”

“The wind globe will guide us,” Florence figured.

Girard examined the artifact Brooke had handed him. “It’s intact,” he said in relief. “Can you show us how to get to the stone citadel?” he asked it. Weak orange light pulsed once for yes. “Can we go there now?” he asked. It pulsed twice this time.

“It seems we have another task to accomplish first,” Florence said, shivering despite her warm winter clothing. She hoped Mischief was safe. Her cat was all alone and the orphanage had been partially destroyed. He didn’t have anyone to look after him and the feline was spoiled rotten.

Brooke’s hair whipped around her in the gale that seemed to be trying to seek them out. She took a hair tie out of her pocket and put it in a ponytail. She was just wearing jeans and a sweater. Ice coated her clothing and snow clung to her long brown locks. “What sort of task do we need to do?” she asked, feeling helpless and out of her depth.

Ms. Portello gazed at the hurricane that was swirling around inside the wind globe. The motion mesmerized her into a light trance. “The orbs need someone from a royal bloodline to install them in the towers,” she said, voice sounding slightly hollow. “The towers need magic to become connected to each other. The orbs in the palace, castle, citadel and fortress will remain dormant without a royal and their people to connect to.”

Girard blew out the breath he’d been holding when the mystic came out of her trance. “It would have been good to know all this before we came here,” he muttered. “Does this mean Harm will need to install all four orbs in the towers?”

Florence was frowning as she stared at the orb. “There are four royal lines, one from each region,” she said. “Harmoni and Ares came from the region near the crystal palace. Enoch’s ancestors were from the region near the sea castle. We need to find someone of royal blood who originated from the area near the stone citadel.”

“That means Meredith and Noah will need to find a royal who comes from the region near the ebony fortress,” Brooke figured. “How are they going to know what to do?”

“The fire globe will guide them,” Florence replied. “Just as our orb will guide us.”

Weak orange light pulsed within the globe in agreement.

“We should get moving,” Girard said. “Our enemies could be anywhere in this blizzard. It won’t be easy for us to see or hear them.”

“I wonder where Ares and his army ended up,” Brooke said. “Or I suppose I should call him Chaos now.”

“They’ll be scattered as well,” Florence said. “I just hope Chaos doesn’t find Harmoni before we can restore the towers.”

“What will that do, exactly?” Girard asked.

“I believe it will break the enchanted storms that Chaos created when he toppled the other three rulers,” the seer replied. “Chaos was a king, so he must have ruled one of the towers. We saw in Harm’s vision that he somehow got hold of the orb from the crystal palace. I think he must have stolen one of the others as well. Enoch’s people took their globe with them when they fled from the sea castle. For a short time, he must have possessed three of the magical orbs.”

“That’s what caused this imbalance in the weather?” Brooke asked.

“So it would seem,” Florence said. “The storms aren’t natural. Chaos broke this world and it’s up to us to repair it.”

“Great,” Girard grumbled. “I guess we’d better get started. Lead the way, orb,” he said.

“The orb is really weak,” Brooke said in concern when light flashed dully as her husband took a few steps.

“Its magic has been depleted,” Florence said. “I wish I could give it some energy.”

The light pulsed a few times in response.

“No,” Brooke said in denial. “Florence is old and unwell. She can’t afford to lose any of her energy.”

“I’ll be fine, my dear,” the witch said. “This is why I was accepted into Harmoni’s pack. It’s part of my destiny.”

Girard exchanged a look with his wife. Neither of them liked it, but she couldn’t be dissuaded. “We’ll take turns carrying you, mom,” he offered. It was obvious she wouldn’t be able to get far by herself in this blizzard.

Florence nodded in acceptance, then gingerly put her palm on the orb. She felt magic being drained from her, but it wasn’t as debilitating as she’d feared. “It worked,” she said in relief when the orange light grew darker and stronger.

“How do you feel?” Dr. Arlo asked, putting her fingers on Florence’s neck to check her pulse.

“I feel a bit tired, but my heart is fine,” Florence replied.

Girard held the globe up. “I’ll see which direction we need to take,” he said, then began pacing in a circle. “It looks like we need to keep going north, through the woods,” he figured when the light flashed quickly when he pointed it dead ahead.

“The trees will give us shelter,” Brooke said in approval. “You two need to rug up before we go anywhere.”

Florence and Girard pulled gloves and beanies on, yanking them down over their ears to avoid frostbite. They hoped the rest of their friends weren’t stumbling around in the blizzard, lost and confused about what they were supposed to be doing.
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“WE’RE SO LOST,” MEREDITH said in confusion, turning in a circle and seeing nothing but snow all around them. She’d kept hold of the fire globe during their wild ride through dimensions and had just shoved it into her backpack.

Noah was crouched on the ground next to her, holding his head. He’d slammed into a rock hidden beneath the snow when they’d landed. “Are my brains leaking out?” he asked, voice full of pain.

Meredith lifted his hands and winced at the blood that was matted in his hair. “I don’t see any brains,” she reported. “Just a big cut and a lot of blood.”

“Awesome,” he said with a sigh. “Where’s the cave we saw in the vision?” he complained.

“I have no idea,” his mate said, then hauled him to his feet. “I can’t see anything in this whiteout,” she said, turning her back to the gale. The wind changed direction, throwing icy pellets at her face again.

“I’m going to have to shift,” Noah said, dreading getting naked. “My head is killing me.”

Meredith peered around for any kind of shelter, then gave up. “Make it quick,” she suggested. “I don’t want your man parts to get frostbite and fall off.”

“Neither do I,” he said sardonically. Stripping naked as quickly as he could, Noah morphed into his wolf form. He felt far warmer with thick fur covering his body, but his head was still aching. He shifted back and felt a lot better.

“The bleeding has stopped and the wound has knitted back together,” Meredith reported when she took a quick look at the cut.

Feeling utterly frozen, Noah scrambled back into his clothes. “That was hell,” he said, teeth chattering. “What now?” he asked. 

Meredith pulled gloves and beanies out of their backpacks and they donned them. “I guess we pick a direction and start walking,” she figured. 

Weak red light pulsed inside her backpack twice. “The orb disagrees,” Noah told her, catching a glimpse of the light from the corner of his eye.

Meredith took the globe out of her backpack. “Can you lead us to shelter?” she asked it. The response was a feeble flash of light. “Great, let’s go,” she said.

It took a bit of walking around in various directions before the orb began guiding them somewhere.

“Did you see the look on Chaos’ face when Harm used that surprise spell on everyone?” Noah asked. He’d hooked his arm through his mate’s, so they wouldn’t get separated by the gusts of wind.

“It was priceless,” Meredith said with a smirk. “Now we finally know why Harm’s intuition told her to hide that spell from everyone except Phoebe and us.”

“I hope mom, dad and grandma are okay,” Noah said. “They had no idea about what she could do either.”

“They’ll be fine,” she figured, keeping her head down to try to shield her face from the barrage of snowflakes. “They saw a vision of themselves entering a stone tower, remember?”

“Oh, yeah,” he recalled in relief. “I wonder how long it’ll take us to get to the ebony fortress.”

“Weeks if we keep going at this slow pace,” Meredith said. “The real question is how are we going to get past fire to get to the tower?”

“I have no idea,” he replied with a shrug. “The orb will have to guide us.”

They glanced at the orb peeking out of Meredith’s backpack. She’d moved it so it clung to her chest. “It looks really weak,” she said in a worried tone. “We need to find a way to power it up, or we might end up getting stranded out here.”

“I bet Phoebe’s starving and complaining that they don’t have any fast-food restaurants here by now,” Noah said with a grin.

Meredith’s stomach rumbled in response. “I’d kill for a burger,” she complained.

“Or for some of Florence’s cookies,” Noah said in a dreamy tone. “We’ve been here for ten minutes and we’re already missing home,” he joked.

“Should we shift into our wolf forms so we can go faster?” Meredith asked the orb. It flashed twice for no.

“It wants us to stay in our human forms,” Noah figured. “It would be hard to slog our way through all this snow on four legs,” he added.

“It’s pretty deep,” Meredith agreed. “It would be hard to carry our gear, too.”

The pair labored to a nearby hill and climbed to the top. A vast plain spread out below them. They couldn’t see any cover, not that they could see far. The wind died down for a few seconds and they saw a distant red glow.

“That’s got to be the ebony fortress,” Noah said. “We’ve got a long way to go before we’ll reach it.”

“It’ll be dark soon,” Meredith said, glancing up at the roiling clouds. “Are we supposed to build an igloo to sleep in?”

“Maybe,” her mate replied. “I’ll be happy as long as we have some cover so we can get naked and I can hump your brains out.”

They snickered, then eyed the steep slope beneath them. “I bet we could make it all the way to the bottom if we slid down there on our stomachs,” Meredith said.

“I’m game,” Noah agreed.

Shifting her backpack onto her back again, Meredith took Noah’s hand. They backed up, then raced towards the slope. Leaping together, they landed on their stomachs and slid down all the way to the bottom of the hill.

Shrieking with laughter, they staggered to their feet. “That was fun!” Meredith declared, moving her backpack to her chest again. The orb flashed when she was facing the right direction and they took off at a fast walk.

“The snow isn’t all that deep here,” Noah realized as ice crunched beneath their winter boots.

“I wonder why?” Meredith said.

The answer came when wind howled before slamming into them. Clasping each other, they struggled to remain upright. “This isn’t natural!” Noah shouted over the gale. “It feels like the storm is trying to kill us!”

“Chaos is behind this!” Meredith shouted back. “It has to be his evil magic that’s screwed up this world!”

“Let’s make a run for it!” Noah suggested. They couldn’t stay on the plain overnight in this wind. They had to find shelter somewhere and the orb would guide them to it.

Holding hands, the wolves took off at a sprint. Buffeted by the magical blizzard, they refused to allow the wind to tear them apart. Bonded mates could find each other if they were separated, but they weren’t about to let that happen. Their enemies could be anywhere. They could be creeping up on them right now and they wouldn’t even know it.

Meredith flicked a look over her shoulder. No one was following them, but her unease didn’t diminish. She could feel her bond with Harm, but it was faint. Their alpha was somewhere to the south. Her instincts told her to find Harmoni, but they’d been given a task to do. Their job was to find the ebony fortress, infiltrate it and place the fire globe on a pedestal in the black tower.

Noah was having similar thoughts and kept glancing back as well. He couldn’t feel anyone from their pack anywhere nearby. They were all alone in a foreign world, with no food or shelter. They’d packed warm clothing, but hadn’t brought any provisions with them. Everyone had assumed they would be able to hunt animals for food. From what he’d seen so far, this land was completely barren. It would take weeks for them to starve to death, but at least they could melt snow for water. They had to put their faith in Order to keep them alive.
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KAREEM WRAPPED HIS arms around Rivka protectively when they were sent flying through the air. Wind caught hold of them both, tossing them around like a child playing with a toy. His back slammed into a rock wall and they slid to the ground.

Rivka felt the impact, but Kareem had shielded her with his body. “Are you alright?” she asked, hearing him wheezing in pain. Wind howled around them, trying to pry them from their meagre shelter.

“I’ll heal,” the vampire said ruefully, feeling his spine beginning to realign itself.

“Drink my blood,” the lioness offered.

“Not yet,” Kareem said, glancing around to see they were surrounded by tall rocky buttes. It seemed they were in a canyon. Reddish-brown rock walls loomed high into the air, with the rises randomly spearing up from the ground.

“I can hear your bones reknitting, my love,” Rivka said and shoved her wrist against his mouth.

Heaving a sigh, Kareem bit into her flesh and drank a small amount of her blood. It was far stronger than any other shifter’s blood he’d tasted, thanks to her origins. Her dark orange eyes regarded him in concern, but he was already feeling much better. “Can you sense the rest of our pack?” he asked.

Rivka stood up and heaved him to his feet. “Harmoni is very distant from us to the south,” she said as she probed the mental link. “I can’t sense anyone else.”

“Neither can I,” he agreed, then frowned. “But I can sense something else.”

“Me, too,” she said, expression darkening. “They feel like shifters.”

“They could either be natives, or some of those cyborg hyenas,” Kareem figured.

“Shall we go and find out?” the lioness asked. She was looking forward to continuing the battle that had been so rudely interrupted. “I’ll be able to track them more easily in my other form.”

“I’ll carry your gear,” Kareem said, not at all worried about her safety. Rivka was a fierce warrior in both of her forms. He eyed his mate in appreciation as she stripped naked. Gathering her clothes as she transformed into her lioness guise, he smiled when her rough tongue licked his cheek. They couldn’t communicate as well when she was in her bestial form, but she could understand him. “I’ll follow you, my love,” he said after putting her clothes in her backpack.

Rivka didn’t roar to announce herself. Instead, she silently loped away as her mate took his knives out of their sheaths. They had two assault rifles, two handguns and ammo in their backpacks. It wasn’t snowing in the canyon, but the wind was bitterly cold. The vampire didn’t feel it as he ghosted after his mate.

Sniffing the wind, Rivka changed direction and closed in on their enemies. They were hyena shifters, but they smelled wrong. The syrictae’s magic and the metal contraption he’d attached to their brains had altered them. Unable to think for themselves, the pack of six animals were all trotting in the same direction. She figured they could sense the reptile and were heading towards him. Disturbingly, they were moving southward towards where Harmoni was.

Kareem loved watching his mate hunt. She was as graceful as she was deadly. He knew they were getting close to their prey when she began slinking lower to the ground. In a silent rush of motion, Rivka raced around a column of rock and pounced.

Hearing a crunching noise, then a cackle of alarm, the vampire sprinted to join the fray. One hyena was already down. The crunch he’d heard was his beloved crushing the shifter’s neck with her jaws. His knives flashed out, severing the throat of a foe. Together, they slaughtered their opponents within a matter of seconds.

Rivka changed back to her human form and spat blood out. “Their blood tastes strange,” she complained.

She was shivering and Kareem pulled her clothes out of her backpack. “Do you think it’s from the syrictae’s magic?” he asked.

“It could be,” Rivka figured as she quickly got dressed. “Or because of the device that’s attached to their brains,” she mused. “Their blood tastes more metallic than usual.”

Kareem licked one of his bloody knives and frowned. “It does taste different from normal,” he agreed, then cleaned the blades on a dead hyena’s mottled fur. “Let’s take their weapons and ammunition,” he suggested. One of the hyenas had been carrying an empty duffle bag. They stuffed the gear inside it.

“We need to get out of this canyon,” Rivka said, digging in her heels when the gale tried to push her off her feet.

“The walls are too high to climb,” Kareem said, eyeing the sheer rock cliffs. “We’ll need to find an easier way out.”

They only had two directions to choose from, so they continued the way the hyenas had been headed. It was in Harmoni’s general direction, at least.

Shadows deepened as the sun began to sink. The temperature dropped even more. Kareem didn’t like seeing his mate shivering, so he guided her towards an opening in the rock wall ahead. “It’s a cave,” he said in relief when he peered inside.

“Is it big enough for us to take shelter in?” Rivka asked, peering over his shoulder.

“Let’s find out,” he replied. Kareem stepped inside and she followed him. The narrow tunnel turned sharply to the right, then opened into a small cavern. “This will do nicely,” the vampire said, pleased with his find.

“Someone has used this cave before,” Rivka noted, seeing a pile of wood and the makings of a campfire in the center of the chamber. “Why don’t you see if you can get a fire going?”

Accepting the challenge, Kareem stacked wood on the ashes of a long-dead fire. He picked up two black stones and clashed them together to create a spark. “What sort of rocks are these?” he asked.

“They’re not rocks at all,” Rivka replied. “They’re ebony.”

“These are wood?” he asked in surprise and she nodded. “So, the ebony fortress is made out of this material,” he mused. “It’s heavy and feels cool, like stone. I think it might have petrified from age.”

“Ebony is ridiculously expensive on our world,” Rivka said. “I guess it’s far more common here.”

Kareem got the fire started, then they sat down on the hard stone floor. “I wish we had better accommodations,” he said ruefully.

“As long as I have you and shelter from the wind, I’m content,” Rivka replied with a smile. “Food and water would be good,” she added when her stomach rumbled.

“As you wish, my love,” Kareem said. He pulled one of his knives and flicked it deftly.

Rivka was startled when it landed with a quiet thud rather than a noisy clatter of metal on rock. “What is that?” she asked, peering at the long, slender object she hadn’t noticed before. The knife was embedded in it.

“It’s a snake,” the vampire said. He rose and crossed to it and picked it up. Six feet long, it had dull brown scales and a darker brown diamond pattern along its spine. “It looks a lot like a python,” he added, pulling his knife out. “I might not have water for you, but I can gut this thing and cook it over the fire.”

“I’ll help,” she offered. He’d mentioned his father had taught him how to hunt long ago when he’d still been human. His ancient skills would come in handy in this world.

Kareem took the snake outside to butcher it. Rivka was amused when he licked the blood off his hands. “Waste not, want not,” she joked. He pressed his lips together and his eyes warmed. It was his version of a smile and it was one of the things she loved about him.

Her reservations about eating snake meat vanished once she smelled it cooking over the fire. She wolfed it down, then it was her turn to lick her fingers. “Not bad,” she said in approval. “I hope the others are faring as well as we are. I feel bad for our puny human allies who were brought to this world. They’re going to find the conditions difficult to bear.”

Kareem nodded in agreement and put his arm around her. She tilted her head to the side, then kissed him. Heat rose as their passion flared. They would need to leave the shelter of the cave in the morning and try to find their allies. For now, they were safe and his mate was warm and willing. Kareem deepened their kiss, knowing their time together could end at any moment if Chaos and his army found them.
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Chapter Six
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ROCCO AND VIVIAN HUNKERED behind boulders, wincing as bullets spattered the rocks. The rest of Harmoni’s original pack of guards were with them. They’d all slammed into the ground a few minutes ago. From the sand that was mixed with the snow, they were in a desert.

“Who’s shooting at us?” Vivian asked her mate. Rocco was several yards away, attempting to squeeze his bulk behind a rock that was half his size.

“Human hunters,” he replied. He’d taken a risk and had peeked a minute ago. “They have us surrounded,” he added bleakly.

They’d landed in a wide, deep depression with a collection of boulders for shelter. The only reason they were still alive was due to the raging storm. Humans had poor vision, so they wouldn’t be able to see their targets clearly in this gale.

More shots rang out and the wolves ducked for cover again. They could all feel their alpha far in the distance. Their instincts told them to find her, but they were pinned down. It would be suicide to try to make a run for it. Their foes were trained to kill their kind and they had plenty of weapons and ammo.

Shouts came from whoever was leading the hunters. There were at least twenty of them. A single shot rang out, followed by a scream of pain.

“Oops,” Vivian said with a smirk. “Someone shot the wrong person.”

Another bullet was fired, this time on the opposite side of the depression.

“I don’t think that was an accident,” Rocco said, trying to make himself as small as possible. He’d been grazed on his back and arm, but they were just flesh wounds. 

“The shooters are part of our pack,” one of the other wolves called out. “I can sense them,” she added.

Now that she’d mentioned it, Rocco and Vivian felt a link between the two people who were picking off their enemies.

“They aren’t shifters,” Rocco said to his mate.

Vivian’s upper lip lifted in derision. “They must be some of the ex-Aion Corp hunters our alpha bonded just before the battle started back home.”

“Great,” one of the other shifters muttered. “I wish they’d stayed lost.” Murmurs of agreement sounded from the rest of the pack.

Rocco sensed two people approaching after the last shot rang out. He rose to his feet and hurried over to Vivian. “You’re not wounded,” he said in relief. He hadn’t felt any residual pain from her through their bond.

“I’m glad these were just grazes,” she said, examining the tears in his clothes. He’d already healed by now.

“Can someone dig this bullet out of my back?” a shifter asked. They’d brought medical supplies with them and someone rushed to his aid.

Rocco and Vivian turned when the two humans began descending to the basin. They both wore borrowed winter clothing. The male was tall, with black
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