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KIDNAPPED AFTER RUSHING to tell the Fae royal, Gareth, about her shocking hybrid ancestry, Astrid finds herself in the clutches of a mysterious Wizard. When the Vampire finds out the Wizard works for another, even more powerful entity, Lilith, and the plans she has for a War of the Realms, she must find a way to escape and warn the everyone. But as chaos reigns around her, will she find herself in the arms of a forbidden lover?

Betrayed by his brother and rescued by a curious, unreliable Wizard with claims of ancient blood, Gareth is at a crossroads. He needs to warn his father and his uncle, the King of Fae, but he also is drawn to rescue the Vampire he has started to shockingly have feelings for. When the rescue attempt reveals a war that is bigger than anything the Realms have faced in millennia, loyalty and strength are put to the test. 

Can Gareth survive, much less explore the feelings that are overwhelming him about Astrid?
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Gareth
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THERE WAS A COMMOTION on the ground far below the building and it distracted me enough that I threw my hands in the air in disgust at my brother and turned away from him. How could he speak so casually of genocide? Not even the worst of our mad kings had spoken that way. Not in eons. For him to encourage the elimination of an entire race was blasphemy. 

I couldn’t deal with him. Not right now. I was more concerned with finding Astrid and keeping her from him. I no longer trusted him. Not with her, at least. 

The commotion wasn’t coming from the area Gythe was stationed, which puzzled me. I walked toward it, leaving my brother where he was as I made my way to the edge of the roof. Something told me not to get too close to it. While a fall from this height wouldn’t kill me, it would certainly cause damage, and my brother wasn’t the most trustworthy man when a person turned their back. 

Especially one who currently held dominion over him by order of the king. 

But I didn’t need to be at the edge of the roof to see what was going on. Not when the flash of light lit up the sky like a lightning strike and the familiar buzzing electric sound, combined with the swirl of sparkling wind, made me shield my eyes for a moment. I knew that combination. I had felt that static on my skin, seen that flash of light. 

It was a wizard’s blast. 

I had last seen it on a day I’d rather forget. A day the Fae fought in a battle against them. They had tried to settle the outer lands of our realm, and it was my first time leading a cadre of soldiers. It was supposed to be a simple quelling of a rebellion. 

I had been one of three to survive. From both sides.

“What the hell?” I muttered

A sound from the right caught my attention and I looked just in time to see Gythe’s body go rigid as he fell backwards. Blood spurted from his throat as a black-hooded figure ran away. Another blast brought my attention to the left as my heart thumped in my chest. A well of anger and panic broiled in my body as I heard a woman scream. 

Something told me to move, and I shifted to the side. 

A blur ran past me as my brother nearly flew off the roof. I grabbed him at the last second, yanking him by the back of his jacket and holding him on the edge. He spun, and I saw the gleam of the blade just in time to jump back. He stumbled forward, landing hard on the roof, just inches from falling off, and I saw the knife he swiped at me with. He must have tried to use it to run me through. 

But it was no ordinary knife. No rapier or short sword for battle.

It was the Blade of Trinity. 

“Why?” I cried, stepping back a few paces as he struggled to get to his feet. “Why are you doing this? Why do you have that?”

“Because it will work!” he shouted. His eyes gleamed, and a grin spread across one side of his face. For a moment, he didn’t look like my brother at all. He looked like a demon. Born of anger and jealousy and hate.

The Blade gleamed in the moonlight. Indeed, it sourced power from it. It was well known that the moon held its own sorcerery.  And the Blade of Trinity could feed off any of them. It was the blade given to the Fae at the beginning of recorded time, gifted by the Ancient Ones who favored them. Who levied dominion of all creatures to them. 

It was also the blade that was used to end the life of the Ancient Ones, those that did not exile themselves out of fear of the monsters they created. But that was just legend. Though the power of the Blade of Trinity was very real, most assumed the stories were just tales to tell children. The enchantment likely had a benign origin, like a wizard under the control of Fae enchanting it. 

Either way, it was dangerous. A cut from the Blade would slowly drain the magik of anyone. Of any race. And there was no known cure. 

Now my brother wielded it, an expression on his face that was unlike anything I had ever seen, my guard was dead, and somewhere nearby Wizards were causing havoc. 

I was betrayed. Alone. In extraordinary danger.

And I was extremely pissed off.

“Rowan, I am giving you a chance, right now, to put that away and we can talk like adults,” I began.

“No!” he shouted. “I am done talking. I am done negotiating. I am done with you patronizing me, talking down to me like I am a child. I should be the leader of our people. You know it. I should be the leader because I am bold. I know the strategies. I know the way armies work!”

“We took the same classes, Rowan,” I said.

“And you were always favored!” He was nearly frothing at the mouth now, still stepping closer with each word, closing the space between us. His fingers drummed on the knife as he carried it at his side. I kept flicking my eyes from his to the knife, back and forth. 

“I am older, Rowan. It’s how this works.”

“And it’s not fair!” He was so close now that I knew my move was going to have to be fast. And brutal. I couldn’t take him lightly because he was my brother. Not when whatever was going on down there was happening. He had spilled Fae blood by killing Gythe, and whether he did it or he had someone else do it, the line was crossed.

“Rowan, please, I am imploring you, drop the knife and let’s talk.”

“The time for talking is over,” he grumbled. “It is time for action now. You and your glamour, it has taken you so far. So very far. And I had to scrape and claw my way just to be called ‘little brother.’ To be the weak one. To be the feckless, the useless, the hanger-on. Not anymore. Not with you dead. And your pretty little vampire a puppet for the coming end.”

“What did you do to Astrid?”

He smiled. It was a sick, demented smile, and it made my stomach turn.

“I didn’t do anything. But she will. Oh, yes, she will lead her people to slaughter.”

He lunged, and I barely moved out of the way in time. I grabbed him by the arm, slamming my hip into his and yanking his arm over my shoulder, sending him over me and crashing to the ground. The knife fell from his hand and I went to kick it away, but he kicked me hard in the side, sending me to the ground myself. 

The knife was between us and we both lunged for it. I tried to get to my knees, but he was faster. The knife was in his hand and he swiped, missing my throat by an inch. I leapt to my feet, tackling him with his arm between us, the knife off to the side. I slammed my head into the bridge of his nose as we tumbled back and he cried out in pain. 

“Dammit,” he cried as he struggled to free his arm, but I landed on him hard, reaching out with my fingers to clasp his hand. 

“Stop, Rowan!” I yelled. “Stop before one of us gets hurt!”

“I don’t care!” he shouted and bucked his hips, shoving me to the side. As he did, the arm came loose and swiped.

I felt it slice through my jacket and cut my shoulder. It felt like hot lead being poured over my body. I recoiled and rolled away. 

“You bastard,” he muttered as he stood. “You bastard.”

I looked up, still reeling in pain and holding my own shoulder. Rowan was standing now, holding one hand out in front of him, the other, holding the knife, was at his side. Blood dripped from a slice across his hand. He looked like he was going to be sick, but his eyes were locked on his hand. Slowly, they turned to me.

“We are both cut,” I said. “We need help. We need to get back to the palace and find someone to help us. Together. Put the knife down and we will go to the portal. I can help you, brother.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “No, I will not go with you anymore. You are my enemy. All who stand in the way of the natural order, of Fae ruling this universe, they are the enemy. Don’t you see? Why don’t you see that?”

“Rowan, you are speaking like a madman,” I said. “You had Gythe killed! Gythe! He was a loyal servant of the crown, and he is lying in the gutter down there. You did that.”

“He came of his own free will,” Rowan said, stumbling a little. “He came to protect you. From me. He made his choice. In the gutter is where he belongs.”

“Rowan, I am commanding you. Drop the knife.”

He smirked, despite the clear pain and nausea. I was feeling it too. Like someone had stuck a blender in my guts and turned it on high. Whatever enchantment the blade had, it was so strong that even a passing swipe was making me feel terrible. I could only imagine how much it was affecting my brother, who looked like he got a much deeper cut.

“Commanding me, brother?” he asked. “Commanding, me?” A laugh, deep from his belly, beginning slow and encompassing the entirety of my existence, rumbled from him. My vision was blurring along the edges, darkness closing in around me like shadows. I had tunnel vision, and it was fading in and out of focus. 

“Rowan, we need help,” I said. “Before it kills us both.”

“Who cares?” Rowan said. “Who cares if you die? I can survive this. I have people. But you...you will die on this rooftop and everyone will think you deserted them. I will see to it. And they will crown me King one day, brother. I will build a statue in your honor and tell them all you died fighting valiantly against a vampire named Astrid. Give them a reason to remember why we stamped them out.”

“Rowan,” I began.

“Stop saying my name!” he shouted, swaying. His eyes looked unfocused and he shook his head mightily, trying to zero in on me. “You don’t deserve to say my name, peasant. Traitor.”

“You call me a traitor?” I asked, getting to my feet again, anger coursing through my veins. “Me? I’m not the one who came to the roof with the Blade of Trinity, intending to kill my own brother.”

“No,” he said. “But you would see me killed before your precious vampires, wouldn’t you?”

“Of course not,” I said. “Rowan you’re not making sense. You need to come with me—”

I didn’t get anything else out before he began lumbering toward me. His steps were uneven and rough, but he was headed in the right direction and with all of his force. I had nowhere to go. I was near the edge and had a concrete wall beside me. I was trapped.

Suddenly, a bright white light appeared above us. It was disorienting and blinding, and enough to stop Rowan in his tracks. It was as if the sun itself had arrived on the rooftop. Then, a crackle of static, a whoosh of wind, and I felt myself being pulled backwards. The world around me bent and swirled, like I was being flushed down a toilet, and I felt like I had a hot metal rod stuck in my back, which yanked me backwards. My feet and arms flew out in front of me and I saw droplets of blood from my shoulder soar away. 

My vision faded. The speed took my breath away and the last thing I saw before I lost consciousness was my brother, the blade in one hand and the other bleeding one shielding his eyes as he screamed. Not in fear, but in anger. 

Then the lights went out, and I was gone. 
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Astrid

––––––––
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THE FIRST THING I WAS aware of when I awoke was the smell of rotten eggs and garlic. It filled my nose and made my stomach turn. I coughed in revulsion, a dry, hacking cough that felt like the beginning of losing whatever was on my stomach. But nothing came out, just spittle and air. 

My eyes were clenched shut, water in the corners as I tried to breathe through my nose and calm my stomach. When I opened them, I saw steel rods through my watery vision. As I focused more on them, they became clear and I realized where I was. Or rather the structure I was in.

I was locked in a cage. 

Like an animal.

My bones had healed, more or less. They were in that middle ground where they were technically healed but brittle. Another break could happen easily, and I needed to avoid any major falls. No worries there. Not much falling I could do inside an eight-foot cell.

I was weak. I needed to eat. That would solve everything. The healing would happen faster, the stench of the room wouldn’t bother me as much, I would be able to focus and think clearly. I just needed to eat. 

But this oversized dog cage was bereft of anyone else. I was alone. 

My eyes squinted as I tried to see through the darkness. It was an advantage of my kind to be able to see with little to no light, but even this was considerable darkness. There were no windows, no light coming from a doorway or a hall. Just pure, unadulterated darkness. But light sticks to things, gleaming, and vague shapes began to take form around me. 

Beyond the dark bars of my cage was a stone floor, ancient and dirty. Chains were screwed into the wall, cuffs on the end of them. Various contraptions littered the room, and other cages sat between them. 

It was a torture chamber. 

A sound far above alerted me and I tried to steel myself for what came next. Whatever it would be. Someone was stepping lightly, fabric shoes on stone, coming down a long set of stairs. Two other sets of feet were coming down with him, though it sounded like flesh on the stone. I waited, wondering who it would be and why, all while trying to collect my memories from before I went out. 

A wizard had hit me with a blast. I remembered that. But that was all. 

A brief bit of light flared under the door and almost burned my eyes, which had become used to the pitch blackness. It was the light of a candle, and the flickering flame seemed to illuminate the world. As the door opened, I recognized the face of the wizard who hurt me before. He was hooded and flanked by two other creatures, neither of which I recognized. They weren’t Fae or vampire. Nor were they nymph or troll or dwarven. They were ugly, hunched figures, dark and green like someone had made snot sentient and then grew it four feet tall. I backed away from the cage door as they approached. Whatever torture they had in store for me, I wasn’t going to be able to fight them off. I was too weak. But I still had no plans of going easily. 

“I can disable you again with a word,” the hooded figure growled. “If you so much as show me your teeth, you will regret it for years. I can make you hurt the rest of your pitiful life. Do you understand?”

I nodded. It was easier to play the terrified woman, scared of the big bad man, until I got my shot at escape. His threats didn’t worry me. I’d rather be dead than live in fear. But at the moment, I had no means of escape. If I played this situation just right...

“I understand,” I said.

“Good. I will open this door. You will not move from where you are. If you move, I will hurt you. You will not die, but you will wish you were dead. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said, noting that he was really relying on fear to keep me in line. It meant he was scared of me. He knew I could overpower him if I was at full strength. 

“I will set a bowl down on the floor in front of you. You will eat from it.”

I nodded and the door opened slowly, creaking. One of the creatures held it open as the wizard’s hands came inside. He sat the bowl down in the middle of the cage, and I inspected it critically. It was a small wooden bowl, with a dark, black goop the texture of mucus in it. I didn’t know what it was, and it didn’t smell great, but there was an undertone of iron in it. A blood-like scent. 

“What is it?” I asked.

“Silence!” he shouted, slamming the cage door. “You do not speak unless spoken to.”

I bit my lip as I waited for him to speak again. I didn’t want to give away how much hatred I had for him already. How much I wanted to rip his throat out when he least suspected it, even if it meant the other creatures would obliterate me. Their long greenish-brown fingers dripped with some liquid that I couldn’t place, but it smelled poisonous. 

“Drink,” the wizard said, motioning to the bowl as he locked the cage again. “It will not replenish your strength like blood, but it will sustain your hunger.”

I had to try it. Even if I couldn’t get it all in, I needed something, and if he said it would at least sate the hunger, then it was at least somewhat helpful. The feral qualities of my hunger would take over soon, and then I really would be like an animal trapped in a cage. Long enough, and my brain would rot, and I would be a human-sized husk, a creature of nothing but instinct. 

It was how we had been hunted many times before. 

The stories of Fae capturing vampires and starving them for weeks, then letting them go in the woods to hunt them, were common. A warning tale told to vampire children to warn of the cruelty of the Fae. And a warning not to stray from places we knew we were safe. 

I picked up the bowl with both hands, noticing for the first time the dark rings over my wrists. I had been cuffed at some point and didn’t remember. Probably while they were transferring me, and most likely with enchanted cuffs. 

Keeping my eyes on those of the wizard, I put the bowl to my lips and tilted it back. The liquid hit my tongue and I felt like gagging. It was awful. It tasted like tar and raw, spoiled meat. I gagged and spat some of it out and the wizard kicked the cage, rattling it.

“Drink it all!” he shouted. “You need it. Drink it!”

It was disgusting, but as I looked down into the bowl of viscous gunk, as much as I hated to admit it, my brain fog seemed to lighten. A few seconds more and I felt my strength returning, albeit only slightly. Whatever was inside this was actually quelling the deep well of hunger in my gut. The thick liquid slid down my throat the same way blood did, only it burned on the way down. Like it was lighting fuses that had gone out, but only with enough flame to make them smoke. 

I coughed and shoved the bowl to my lips again, taking as much as I could into my mouth. I gagged as I tried to slurp it down, spilling the liquid on my cheeks and my chest. But I pushed through it, tipping the bowl back all the way until it was nearly empty, and most of it had gone down my throat. I kept my mouth shut until I was sure it wasn’t going to come back up and squeezed my eyelids together, trying to force the tears away. 

Humiliation. Desperation. Hunger. All things I needed to push away if I was going to think clearly about how to get out of here. And yes, I felt the neurons suddenly back in motion, my thoughts less jumbled, the fog lifting. I was me again, a very hungry, yet still gagging disgust, me. But me. I leaned forward onto my hands and knees and the wizard kicked the cage again.

“Sit back!” he shouted. “Sit on your behind. You need every drop of that if you are going to make it.”

“Why?” I muttered. Another kick to the cage. I didn’t care. I needed to know. “Why?” I repeated, louder. “Why do this for me? If you are just going to torture me and kill me, why make me better?”

There was silence for a moment. The wizard seemed to sigh heavily, as if the news he was giving was disappointing to him. Or against his judgement. 

“You must be able to speak with the Master.”

“What?” I asked.

There was no answer. Instead, the wizard simply turned on his heel and walked to the door, taking the candle with him. The light I had slowly grown accustomed to was leaving, but I could still see him clearly, his back to me with his red robe littered with golden stars and moons. 

My stomach lurched and I sat back, trying to will the liquid to stay down. 

“Who is the Master?” I asked.

He continued to walk away, as if he couldn’t hear me. 

“Who is the Master?”

The door opened and the creatures went first, almost as if they were bodyguards checking the surroundings. After a moment, he followed, and turned to shut the door behind him. I saw his eyes under the hood as he did, and they burned into mine. Deep, grey eyes, full of hatred and mystery. Wizard’s eyes. Those that manipulated magik like they suffered, and he was no different. His nose was bulbous and bent sideways, his cheeks gaunt despite his heavyset body. And those eyes. They burned with a black fire. 

“Who is the Master?” I yelled once more. 

But then there was only darkness. The door closed and the light faded as he walked up
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