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Book 1

By J. Risk 
“Use your wings.” She saw his mouth move but heard his voice inside her head. “I can’t interfere in Interealm events unless magic was used.”

Are you serious? If she spoke out loud, she sucked in smoke. 

“Use your wings. They won’t catch fire.”

When she got out of here, and she would, she was going to have to have a chat with him about how useless her wings were.

“Avalie.” His tone was firmer. “Focus on the child. Focus on doing anything to get her to safety. Don’t think about the flames. Don’t think about anything beyond this moment. Stand up and use your wings.”

Some part of her responded to his tone, and she nodded. Now or never. She got to her feet and hugged the girl close. Closing her eyes for a moment, she thought of walking off this bus and taking the girl to get her medical help. Opening her eyes, she stiffened her spine and felt her wings wrap around her. It had to be the smoke and reflection of the flames, but her wings weren’t like they normally were. They looked thick and dark in color, red but almost black at the same time. “Okay, Isabel, let’s get out of here.” She ducked her head down so the child’s was covered by her own and walked toward the front of the bus. She could hear the fire next to her head and felt the air changing around her, but she kept moving, one foot in front of the other, until she reached the door. Jamming her shoulder into the glass, she leaned and made it big enough that they could both go out of it. 
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Ava pulled the bike onto the dirt path and turned it off. Jerking the kickstand with her foot, she put it down and then put her feet back up and sat there. The path was almost completely overgrown now. Only five or so feet remained, just enough that she knew it was the same spot she parked last year. Taking off her gloves, she looked around. She didn’t need a path to confirm she was in the right place. She couldn’t forget it if she tried. This spot was like a homing beacon that just got stronger each year on the anniversary. She didn’t know why. She only knew that she had to come here every year. 

“Welcome home.” She whispered and then got off the bike. Grabbing her key, she stuffed it in the pocket of her leather jacket and zipped it up. It wasn’t like anyone was going to wander by and steal her bike. She sneered at the gravel path she’d rode on to get here. They could try it, but the chances of them living through it wouldn’t be high. 

She stood in front of her bike and looked into the trees. Last year, it had taken her almost a day to step in there. She snarled at the ground. It made her feel like a coward. She was no coward. Blowing out a breath, she turned around and opened the bag she’d strapped to the back of her bike—she hated it because it made her look like a tourist. Yanking her backpack free, she slung it over her shoulder. Opening the smaller pouch, she took out the flowers. They didn’t look very perky now, but they were still flowers. “Not a coward.” She whispered under her breath and turned and started walking into the trees. 

With each step she took, the tightness in her stomach grew. She knew it wasn’t a long walk. In fact, she knew how many paces it was to reach it. One hundred and thirteen steps. Thirty years ago, that would have taken her right to the doorstep of the little cabin that was her home. She didn’t know how she knew this because, other than that, she had no memory of it. Now, there was no doorstep. She stopped and looked into the trees. She’d made it halfway. She could feel how close she was. 

“Not a coward.” She whispered again. With a shake of her head, she started walking again. She looked up at the trees. They’d grown a lot taller this last year—a memory of walking in the same steps years before flashed in her mind. Most of the trees still had smooth bark then. She used to climb them and jump over to the bigger ones. She scoffed out loud. She wouldn’t be climbing any trees this visit. A piercing pain in her head made her wince. 

Her steps slowed the closer she got. Had it changed? Maybe the forest reclaimed the space, and new growth covered the area now. She could only wish for that, but she, of all people, knew that wishes rarely, if ever, came true. “Stupid thoughts.” She mumbled and kept going.

By the time she reached the clearing, she was almost at a full run. It was either that or question each step of the way and try to figure out why she had to come here. There was nothing here for her. Nothing would be any different than it was the last time. 

She stopped in the middle of the clearing and looked around. It was so overgrown she shouldn’t have been able to recognize it, but she did. It took her a few tries to look directly at where the building used to be. When she did, she was disappointed she could still tell where it had been. Lifting her hands, she stomped in that direction. “You’re growing over everything here. Why not that?” She stopped in front of it. The flooring was barely visible through the weeds and saplings, but it was still visible. Ava walked around it, not on it. A mound along one side could have once been part of the wall but was now covered with grass and dirt. The earth was recycling it. That almost gave her hope. Another forty years, and it might finally be gone, she thought. Blowing out a breath, she went back around to where the door would have been. Jerking her hand, she looked at the flowers she had a death grip on and then leaned forward and set them on top of the weeds growing there. 

She stared at them for a moment and then lifted her head and looked at the sky. “Why?” She whispered. “Why do I have to keep coming here?” Her voice was no longer hushed. “Just give me some answers.” She bellowed. A few birds flew out of the trees, and for just a split second, she thought the wind may have stirred. Groaning, she dropped her head down and looked at her boots. “I’m losing it.” 

Shaking her arms out from her body, she rolled her neck from side to side and then reached up and tightened her ponytail. She didn’t need to be here. There was nothing here. She should turn around and go home. Nodding, she went back over to where she dropped her backpack. Picking it up, she put it on her shoulder and then stood there. It was as if her feet couldn’t move. Closing her eyes, she inhaled a deep breath and then blew it out, just like Capri taught her to do. You’re being an idiot. Just—go home.

The hair on the back of her neck stood up. She dropped the pack gently to the ground and stood there, listening. Someone was here. She couldn’t hear anything out of place, but she could feel a change in the air around her. Lifting her head, she continued to stand there. “Are you going to lurk like a creep or step out and say hello?”

“I hadn’t intended to disturb you.”

She turned slowly to see a man standing in the trees near the path that led to the river. He was tall and not ugly. She noticed that right away. In fact, he may have been the prettiest male she’d ever seen. “Are you lost?”

He stepped out of the shadows and into an area with more light. He had long blond hair that was so bright a shade it would have made Crystal’s bleach-bleach blonde hair look dirty. His features were masculine but in the most gorgeous way she’d ever seen on a male. She looked him up and down and took a quick stock. He was definitely male. 

“Are you?”

She quirked an eyebrow at him. “No. I know where I am.”

“That is a relief.” His voice was deep but sounded like a melody to her ears. 

Another stupid thought. She looked at the ground and took a quick mental inventory. Was she losing it? Pretty men with a voice like music didn’t usually wander the forest filled with critters and slugs. She looked back at him. “Look, I’m fine. I’m not a damsel in distress or some lost teenager.” He just continued to stand there and look perfect. “I’m a lot older than I look.”

His mouth quirked like he wanted to do more with it, but nothing more happened. “So am I.” He looked around. “Why do you come here every year? What is it you hope to find?”

Ava’s heart felt like it skidded to a complete stop inside her chest. “What?” She backed up several feet and held her hands out from her body. “How do you—are stalking me?”

Again, with the quirking mouth. “Do I seem like someone that would stalk a young woman?” He held her look.

She looked him up and down again and wanted to roll her eyes but wasn’t about to in front of him. With the whole sexy, perfect thing he had going on, she knew he wasn’t some total creep. “No, I guess not. You probably have all the girls throwing themselves at your feet, begging you to take them.” She scoffed.

He did smile, but it was so brief she thought maybe she had imagined it. He put his head down and looked at the ground. Shaking his head, he lifted it and studied her for a moment. “Not exactly.”

Ava nodded. She was done with the chatty stuff. “Well, it’s been fun. You should—uh, run along home. If you stay here too long, you might get a split end or something equally horrifying.”

He did grin, and she wanted to curse at him. She’d spent a second or two picturing him smiling with a mouth full of rotted teeth. No such luck. He had a perfect freaking smile to match his perfect—everything else. The smile faded, but his eyes still held an amused look. “Why are you here?” She looked around. “There’s nothing here.”

“I could ask you the same.”

She snorted. “Yeah, well, don’t.”  She moved to go stand over by the remnants of what was her home once, but the sunlight stabbed her in the eye, so she went a little further. “I’m not big on sharing with—” She made a point of examining him in an exaggerated way. “Pretty men in the forest.” Something made her look at the sky in the small clearing, and she sighed. “Great. A rainbow.” Pretty men and rainbows. This was not what she had come here for. 

He turned and looked up. “You don’t like rainbows?” Turning back to her, he tilted his head to the side and watched her. 

“Not particularly.” She shrugged. “There was one the day I was born—” She waved her hand around. “Or so I was told.”

He nodded his head slowly, a somber expression on his face now. “I remember.” 

He said it so quietly she wasn’t sure she’d heard him. “You remember? A rainbow? The day I was born?” She sneered at him. “Let me guess, you’re my long, long lost Uncle Bill.”

His expression didn’t change. “You don’t have an Uncle Bill.”

“Yeah, thanks. I know.” She paced a few feet to her left so she was closer to her bag. If anything, she could toss it at him before she cleaned his clock. He was big, but she had secret skills that no one would ever guess. He continued to stand there, and it felt like something crawled over her skin. “You’re not joking. You were there when I was born.”

“I said as such.” His harsh expression eased a bit. 

“Why were you out here? Then?”  She held her breath. Had he known her mother? No one knew anything about her mother. Or her father, she thought.

“I was—” He looked at the ground for a moment. “I was looking for someone to bring them home.” He sounded so desolate it made her feel bad. 

“Did you find them?” She already knew the answer. She could feel it coming from him.

“Too late.” He said quietly. He moved suddenly, and she raised her fists. His mouth quirked as he turned to look at the sky again. “I have to go.” He looked back at her and bowed his head. Taking a step back, he glanced at where her home used to be. “The answers you’re looking for aren’t here, Avalie.” He bowed his head once more and then walked quickly back into the trees.

Ava stood there, her mouth hanging open—for real, wide open, free for bugs to fly in. He’d called her Avalie. No one had called her that since she was small. At least, she thought they had. It felt right. 

Ignoring the pain in her head, she grabbed her pack and jogged in the direction he’d gone. She saw no trace of him anywhere. Stopping, she looked down at the ground. The grass and weeds weren’t even broken like they get when someone walks on them. Reaching up, she tapped her hand against her cheek. No, she was awake. This was not a dream. 

Stomping back to the clearing, she looked over where she had set the flowers. “I said answers, not more questions.” Dropping the pack, she sat down and leaned against a tree. “Dreamy, perfect guy knows my name. Knows about the stupid rainbow.” She looked in the direction he had gone. “Who were you looking for?” She balled her one hand up, wrapped the other one around it, and massaged her fist. “Who were you looking for?” She whispered.
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Firo walked into the sitting area between his quarters and Princess Aireese’s. He wasn’t overly fond of his room’s location and being at her beck and call, but his past needed erasing, and this was the task given to him to do that. It wasn’t that he didn’t have a fondness for her. He did. She wasn’t the person most thought her to be. She was nothing like the rest of her royal family, at least when no one was looking. He just wished, often, that he could pursue other things, and being twenty feet from a princess didn’t allow for that. It did make him feel better that currently, no one had the privilege of free choice. The realms were in chaos, and there was next to no ‘free’ time in the near future for anyone above the rank of servant.

He heard the door open. Taking off his jacket, he tossed it on a chair. Something inside him was urging him to tell her the truth, but now was not the time.

“I thought for a minute you were going to ignore me.”

She had used her magic to call him to her, something she didn’t often do, but he still despised when she did it. He turned and smiled at her. “As if I could, Princess.”

Aireese cringed. “Princess?” She sat on the chair beside his jacket. “Did you have a bad day? You don’t call me princess when no one is around.”

“I was in Interealm.” He sat across from her. “There was a rainbow.”

She dropped her head forward and stayed that way for a moment. “Do you know who?”

“No. I was going to have a nice stiff drink of your bootleg Interealm booze and then go make some inquiries.” Rainbows might be beautiful magic to the humans, but to his kind, it was the saddest symbol for his people.

She leaned over and rested her cheek against the back of the chair. She looked at him and then turned her head and sniffed his jacket. “You were in a forest?”

Firo sighed. “I was.” She was going to prod him for answers again. 

Turning slowly, she studied him. “You were there again.”

“She was there again.”

Aireese got up and went over to the cupboard where they hid her illegal alcohol. It was fine to drink wines made here in FaTerra, but outside libations were prohibited. “You know I don’t care what you do with your time, but you can’t keep following some lostling into the woods a few times a year.”

“Once a year.”

She turned around and waved the empty glass at him. “Fine, once a year...”

“She’s not a lostling.” It was what their kind called all the homeless humans. 

She turned around with two glasses in her hand and came toward him. “She’s not?” Her mouth slowly turned into a smile. “Then what is she?”

Firo reached and took the glass out of her hand and downed the entire contents at once. Closing his eyes, he reveled in the way it burned all the way to the pit of his stomach. Opening them, he looked at her. “She’s a halfling—” Her eyes widened. “And I think she’s intended for me.” It was a small lie. He knew she was intended for him and had known since she was newly born.

“Really?” She whispered it and dropped down to sit beside him. “You know I’m not against them...”

“I know.” He stood up. “It’s more complicated than that.” Going over, he set the cup down and closed the cupboard up. It was more than complicated. That word was inadequate, but he knew no other that came close. For him to tell the truth would change everything, and he didn’t know what would become of him on the other side of any confessions. “I’ll go find Astrella and see if she knows which of ours just died over in Interealm.”

She stood up. Her playfulness was gone. “Come find me when you’re done. I have several fathers from Solrelm to visit.”

He stopped halfway to the door. “How are they doing?”

“Some better than others.” She took a small sip. “Mystral is over with one now. I told her I’d come back and help.” She pushed her long, light hair back from her face. “When done there, we need to go see if we can track down any information about Belford.”

For what felt like an eon, every spare second was spent looking for Belford, Satine, or Florine. All common names in FaTerra. He nodded. “I’ll come to lend a hand when I get back from Astrella’s.”

Airesse clasped her hands in front of her. “I really hope it’s no one we know.”

He bowed his head. He hoped the same but knew they probably did.  They had both lived a long time and knew most of all their kind, so hope was just a word that led to disappointment.
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Firo closed the door to his room and then leaned back against it with his eyes closed. All of this was going to catch up to him someday, and there was a good chance he wouldn’t survive it. Opening his eyes, he went to his closet and grabbed a clean jacket. The one he’d left in the sitting area would drive him to distraction because of the smell of the forest on it. Anytime he caught a smell similar to that, his mind automatically went there. 

Shoving his arms into it, he paused and stood there staring at the floor. He hadn’t lied to Aireese. He just hadn’t corrected her assumption when he told her the halfling was intended for him. He knew she would go to a sensual outcome and presume the woman was meant for a dalliance. She was not. Avalie was his other half. The one and only that would complete him. Having an affair with a halfling was acceptable to his people. Binding yourself to one for all of your existence was not. Their powers were often unpredictable, and in turn, most of his kind were very threatened by them. He knew how powerful Ava was, and she would not be accepted. At some point, that was going to cause him to make a hard decision. Her or his realm. It was a bad place to be, but in the overall of it, this was the least of his worries. He had secrets from his Queen, his princess, and his one and only.  All of which could end him with not much more than a thought. 

Sighing, he reached up and made certain his hair was in order before leaving his room. He smoothed his jacket and squared his shoulders. He didn’t walk around with his wings on display all the time. Instead, his were folded in, and they sat flat, down on his back. His reputation in FaTerra was one that he’d worked hard to accomplish, and walking around with mussed-up hair because you wanted to pull it out wasn’t going to work for him. 

Opening the door, he exited into the hallway and didn’t get three feet before servants were pausing in their task and bowing their heads until he walked by. Very few adults in his realm would make eye contact with him. He supposed that might bother some, but it didn’t him. He didn’t have time for friendly connections. 

He reached the door to the outer courtyard without encountering anyone else. For that, he was thankful. He hadn’t seen his Queen in a few months and was good with that. It didn’t matter how many years passed, she still looked at him with disappointment in her eyes. It broke his heart each and every time. 

Walking with long strides through the courtyard, he glanced around. It was very quiet here today, and he didn’t know why. He chortled internally, he didn’t even know what day it was, so it was quite probable that he’d missed some event or celebration. He still believed letting the entire realm carry on without warning after everything that had happened was a mistake, but it wasn’t his place to make decisions like that. Personally, he would have preferred the traitorous discovered events and lies be shared. That way, he, with other guards, could stand back and watch for the ones that tried to disappear and be unseen. The guilty were predictable in that way.

Once he was outside the gate, he paused and looked around. It was a bright, warm day today. Flowers in full bloom, birds singing their songs. His realm was a beautiful place. Which made his longing for Interealm even more unsettling. Shaking his head, he started for Astrella’s home. It was a ten-minute walk, but he intended to do it. He needed time to bring his focus back to center. If he didn’t, then his secrets would reveal themselves, and he couldn’t have that. It was one of the downfalls of being a fae. Others could sense his discord and possibly see the lies he hid behind magic. 

When he turned on the path, he saw snow falling up ahead. Some fledgling was trying on her earth magic.  He walked in the direction of the snow. He didn’t get far before he could hear the whispers.

“Oh, flak, I can’t get it to stop.” A young girl said.

“Well, you better. The Queen’s gardens are just over that wall.” Another hissed.

“I know. I know.”

It took great restraint not to grin as he stepped out of the trees to see two young redheaded girls. 

“Oh, it’s Firo.” One of them whispered.  The other one squeaked and hid her hands behind her back.

He looked at them and felt like he was archaic. Their young faces were flushed, their wings still small, and innocence shone from their eyes like the brightest star in the sky. “Ladies.”

“I’m so, so sorry.” The one waved her hands around. “We didn’t- we were just...”

He put his forefinger against his lips to hush them. 

“Sorry.” She said one more time and then stood there with fear on her face.

Firo lifted his hand and waved it through the air, and the snow stopped falling. Both of their mouths dropped open. “I suggest if you’re going to try to make it snow, you do it over a lake.” He offered a slight smile. “The snowflakes melt into the water, and you won’t kill any plant life that way.”

They both nodded. “Thank you.” One of them whispered. 

“Go.” He said softly and they took off into the trees. Shaking his head, he smiled. What he wouldn’t give to feel a moment of innocence and marvel again. Clearing his throat, he closed his eyes. Walking to Astrella’s was taking time out of his day he didn’t have. Lifting his hand, he flicked his wrist, and when he opened them again, he was standing outside her door. 

The door flew open. “Oh. Firo.” The old fairy inclined her greyed head. “I was just going to come to the palace.” She wrung her hands in front of her. “There was a...”

“I know. I was in Interealm and saw it.”

“Was it bright and vibrant? I hope as much.” She stepped back, almost knocking a picture off the wall with wings of silver. “Please come in.”

Astrella was very old, even by their standards. He could never understand why she didn’t retire and spend a millennium just relaxing after such a long life of service to their people. She refused to, said her job was too important to leave to some fledgling that would muck it up. 

He stepped into her small home and stopped right inside the doorway. She had tiny glass stars hanging from her ceiling. There had to be thousands of them. He didn’t understand the significance of them but knew he couldn’t walk through her home without ducking the entire time. “It was very vibrant.” That was a lie, but he’d learned years ago that it pained her less if she thought the fae that passed on had been celebrated by the sky. 

“It was?” She nodded and then smiled. “She was so young, Firo. To be gone already is a shame.”

He nodded. Astrella’s idea of young and his weren’t the same. Anything under a thousand years was ‘so young’ to her. 

“Senka. It was Senka.” She whispered and then lowered her head. 

Firo hated that he was right. He knew her. All of the royals did. She was in Interealm to monitor other spells from their people and keep any in check that went awry. He sighed. “I will let our Queen know.”

“Yes. Do that.” She turned her back to him and walked slowly toward the chair in the corner. “I’m just going to rest for a bit now.”

Firo watched her sit down and lower her head. He needed to talk to Aireese about finding her an apprentice. If she wouldn’t retire, she should at least have help. “Enjoy your rest, Astrella. I will see you again.”

“I know, young warrior, the lost lives will never pause, despite how much we wish it so.”

He nodded and stepped back outside. Closing the door, he looked at it for a moment. There was truth in her words. More of their kind had been dying in Interealm in the last few years, then ever before. Someone needed to find out why. 
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Ava jerked upright and sucked in a breath. She looked around. She was beside the river. It was just a stupid dream. She exhaled and tried to relax again. The fire was dying down. Shaking her head, she picked up the stick and poked the embers. Leaning closer, she picked up a piece of wood and set it on the glowing coals. Her head hurt again, but then it always did when she was here.

Ava watched the flames. She wouldn’t win any survival badges, but she was more than happy with the results of her efforts. The flames were mesmerizing, jumping and blending. Was it more than one or just one with many branches? She wasn’t sure. What she was sure of was that she was losing her mind. Sitting here thinking about flames? What was wrong with her brain? 

She looked around and then leaned back against the tree. “First light, and I am out of here.” She scoffed. “It’s so stupid that I come here and find nothing every year.” She looked around, even though outside of the fire, she couldn’t see a thing. In moments like this, she relied on her instincts to let her know if there was something she may have to worry about. Instincts, if that’s what it even was. It felt like a curse most of the time. All of it. Could your DNA be a curse? She couldn’t be sure.

As far as her past went, she only had a few flashes of what she thought were memories. Before Capri found her, she didn’t remember much. She glared at the flames. Even when she focused hard, Ava couldn’t see her face anymore. Wasn’t that something that should be imprinted into your memory? Someone you were with every day for twenty years? The name Kami seemed familiar, so she had to assume that was her name. Kami wasn’t her mother, but she had looked after her and kept her alive. She should at least remember her face, you would think. If she tried too hard, her head felt like it was going to split open, so it wasn’t something she let drift through her thoughts often. 

Squeezing her eyes shut, she concentrated on her breathing for a moment. Getting emotional wasn’t something she could afford to do. Ever. Except for anger, she could do that without tragedy. Tucking her hands into her pockets, she balled them into fists. Anger wasn’t something she had to work at showing. It was her one constant. In her opinion, she had the right to be. A few childhood memories of climbing trees, swimming in the river, and then nothing but a big blank aching hole was what she had. 

Wings. Yeah, she had those too. See-through wings that, as far as she could tell, did nothing but ruin her shirts when they appeared. One time, they hadn’t been the clear, useless feathery things and had scared the hell out of her, and every second of each day since then, she spent trying to prevent that from happening ever again. It had been the day Capri found her. Alone, half-starved, and disoriented. She’d just tried to climb a building to get inside out of the rain and cold and had fallen. Something in her broke in that moment, and she sat there on the wet pavement crying, and they’d appeared – and destroyed the wall of the building she’d fallen from. 

To this day, Ava had no idea how she’d done that or why it had happened. Capri persuaded her to come home with her and, for weeks after that, had tried to figure out what exactly she was.  The obvious, according to Capri, was that one of her parents had been an angel, which, to this day, Ava thought was ridiculous, but Capri didn’t think it was impossible. 

Ava looked up at the sky and stared at a star she could see between the branches and leaves. “Do you just lurk around up there and watch?” She snorted. “Thanks for nothing.”  Grabbing her backpack, she pulled it closer and leaned down, using it as a pillow. This was the last time she was coming here. She didn’t care if she had to chain herself to the shop workbench to prevent herself from trying to come here again. She was done. 
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He took a step closer, keeping his eyes on her the entire time. He’d been standing in the darkness watching her for hours now, and she was finally asleep. When he was close enough that he could see her chest rise and fall in slumber, he squatted down and held his hand out toward the fire. With magic as basic as it got, he made the flames grow so the heat would reach her. 

Why was she here again? He’d asked himself that each time she showed up. She shouldn’t be here. She shouldn’t even remember this place. Had he missed something when he’d locked up all those memories so many years ago? He knew the memories hadn’t been freed, or her welcome of his presence earlier would have gone a very different way. Why was she here?  

What am I going to do with you, my angry little one?  He sat down and continued to stare at her. The only good thing about her coming here each year was he could openly sit and look at her without having to cloak his body so she couldn’t see him. He hadn’t meant for her to see him earlier, but she’d somehow sensed he was there, and he didn’t want to make her doubt herself by leaving. 

He grinned. The way she spoke to him had amused him more than he thought it would. For years, he’d watched her cut others apart with her words, and each time, it had entertained him. As to the why, he had no inkling whatsoever why it made him smile when she did.

Closing his eyes, Firo dropped his head forward. It didn’t take much effort to recall that night so long ago. It was forever burned into his memories. It was his responsibility to watch over Queen Aurora’s eldest daughter, Avaline. He prided himself on having such a high position in the court, but his charge was not the easiest to keep track of. Her magic had been strong, and more than once, she had dupped him with it and slipped from the realm. 

The last time he saw her, the magic hadn’t worked, and he’d followed her. Opening his eyes, he looked around. Here is where she had been. At first, he was absolutely astonished to discover she was with child and no one in the entire FaTerra realm had known. 

It had been so hard to locate her at first because it had been the night of the dark moon, but her cries had led him right to her. She was in labor and close to delivering her spawn. He remembered dropping to his knees beside her and begging her to let him take her home so the midwives could care for her. His kind, even with all the magic they held, never had easy birthing, and he was terrified something would go wrong. 

She’d refused. In her delirium, she was determined that her other half would come that night. That he would not miss his child’s birth. The man she waited for was an angel. At first, he thought she was confused, but the things she described to him only proved what she said was true. His princess was carrying a halfling.  Angels could only produce offspring with those that held magic in their veins. 

When it became clear to her that she wasn’t going to survive this birth, she’d made him promise to watch over her child. Of course, he’d agreed but had also thought at that moment that he could get her back to FaTerra before her last breath and get help. She knew the child was a daughter and had already named her Avalie, a family name of her great-great-grandmother. Firo had gone along with that as well, even knowing the child wouldn’t be welcome in their realm.  

Dawn was starting to break when the child took her first breath of air outside her mother’s body, and Firo had been stunned beyond rational thought when he’d taken the child in his arms to hand to her mother. A pulse moved through him, right to his very soul, as he looked down into the eyes of the tiny being. She made emotions come to life inside him that he didn’t know he possessed. Her cry cut through his heart and made him want to pledge his unending service to her. She was a royal halfling, and her life and soul were intended for only him. 

If it hadn’t been for that, he would have come to his senses faster and gotten Avaline back to FaTerra. As she held her child in the earliest light of dawn, something had come over him, and he hadn’t taken her home. Deep inside him, he knew that if that had happened, the child could very well be forfeited because of her standing, and that was something he couldn’t allow. 

When the rainbow, bright and vibrant, steaked the sky, he took the infant in his arms, wrapped her in his cloak, and sat there beside her mother’s body, trying to figure out how to keep her alive and in this realm. He’d cried with the child that morning because he knew he was going to have to let her go in order for her to live.

As Avaline’s body broke into minute particles to be reabsorbed into the earth, Firo had his Avalie cradled against his chest and secured with his cloak. He used his bare hands and strong magic to create a small cottage that was going to be the child’s home. Out here, away from humans, was going to be her only chance to survive long enough to adulthood. That also bought him many years to figure out what he was going to do when she was. 

With no tether to a charge from his realm, he had time to do this right without being magically bid to return to FaTerra. For days, he constructed the home, cleared the area, and kept the child close to him. With magic, he fed her with the dew of plants and swaddled her with the soft rushes along the river. 

Once the home was finished, he set off to find someone to care for her. He’d spent a day in the city, cloaked and watching mothers come and go with their offspring. It was then that he knew he couldn’t use magic to find this child an adopted mother. The woman would have to be willing, and he had no idea how he was going to go about that. 

Firo had all but given up when he spotted a homeless woman caring for a few others scattered in alleyways. He followed her for a day and discovered that it was what she did. She had nothing of her own, no real belongings, no home, but she gave of herself all the energy she had to care for others. She was the one he selected. 

He had dupped her as far as his appearance went, and for that, he still didn’t feel any regret. If he’d approached her as he was, she wouldn’t have agreed to go with him. He persuaded her to walk for a day and come back to the forest area, where he promised her a home if she agreed to care for the child. 

He looked at Ava as she slept. It had been that way for years. He made certain they had clothes, food, and anything else needed by leaving it on the doorstep. He’d watched Ava grow and thrive under the care of that woman who embraced that she’d been given a second chance at life. He had allowed himself to hope that it was going to be okay until the day he was able to meet Ava, but then something happened, and all of that changed forever. 

Getting up, he quietly went over to her and stood above her, looking down and whispering. “I don’t know what’s next, little one, but I do know everything is going to change again.”  He held his hand over her and checked that she was warm and resting peacefully. It wasn’t much, but it was one thing he could give her. One restful night before her world was altered again. 

Stepping back, he looked at her lovely face one more time and then flicked his hand up his body and vanished back home. 
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Firo stood there, his arms crossed over his chest and looked at the room full of people. He hadn’t slept at all the night before, but coming with his princess to Alterealm hadn’t been optional this morning. The only way they were going to find all those responsible for the plot to take down barriers in the realms was if all the realms worked together. He believed the reason the plan had survived this long was because they hadn’t been communicating for centuries. Of course, as a guard, he was never asked his opinion on such things. 

He stood back by the entrance and watched the men talking. The Alterealm royals were waiting on their mates and Prince Bastian from Solrelm. He was surprised the prince was coming today. His princess told him they had announced the lies and deception to their realm, and to Firo, that was a risk and reason to stay close and watch for other traitors. What had been done to their people was very hard to grasp. To have been denied their other half all these centuries was one thing, but to kidnap any man who had found theirs outside the realm and lock their memories away was unbelievable.  He knew doing such a thing was both challenging and dangerous from experience. The reason he had done it was nothing like the reason those fathers had their families erased from their minds. 

He watched Prince Bastian come in with his woman, Nova. She was also a puzzle he hadn’t quite put together. Her soul was the oldest there had ever been in a human body, according to Aireese, and he couldn’t imagine what that was like. She was also the reason they were searching all of FaTerra for any fae named Belford, Florin, or Satine. 

Nova walked over to the redheaded woman and handed her a box. Mitz was the woman’s name, and as near as he could figure, she was in charge of most of everything in Alterealm. She was always there, and although she brought trays of food, she was listened to and respected. She accepted the box and left the room.

His princess was talking to the woman from Solrelm, Liri. They stood in front of a wall covered in note cards and pages. Curiosity won, and he went over to see what it was about. 

“Firo, look at how well Liri has organized this.” Aireese smiled at her. 

Firo glanced at the woman and inclined his head before looking at the wall. He was a little confused when he noticed Liri had the Alterealm mates tattoo. Clearly, she had discovered her other half before the rest of her realm was told. He studied the wall and then moved along it. Liri had made a timeline of all of the events from each realm that tied into the master plan of deception. He was impressed. This was no small undertaking. 

Moving over to the card that had Nova written on it, he read a few of those under it. It spoke of a fae preparing her for the years to come. He glanced to see Aireese was watching him. Was this some sort of test? To see if he could spot something she didn’t? He could never be sure when something like that was happening. His entire life felt like a test some days. He just hoped in the end, he passed. 

Turning back, he kept reading over the notes. There were several names on the wall, some he’d never heard of, but those few that he knew knotted his stomach with tension. This plot went deep into all the realms. He paused when he read the card with Nula flowers and silver rain. 

“This is why I wanted you to come with me today.”

He glanced at Aireese as she moved to stand beside him. “So I could see how entwined this whole thing is?”

“That and I’m going to need help when we go to the place of the elders.”

“Nula flowers.”

She nodded. “Mystral will come as well with Aslac, but I fear even with the four of us, it won’t be enough if things go awry.”

He grinned. “Awry?” He chuckled. “There’s a reason we leave them there in peace, Princess.”

“I know.” She looked at the wall. “But we need to know if one of ours was deep in this.”

Firo pointed to the card with Nova’s name on it. “It was one of ours that protected the old soul...”

“Yes, but how did they know it needed to happen?”

He sucked in a breath. “You think they were playing both sides of it.”

“It’s a possibility.” 

“If they were and are still around, I hope they see us as friends when we disturb them.”

She smiled. “I will go with the full blessing of my mother and can only pray that those there are still loyal to the queen.”

“And if they’re not?”

She lifted her hands and looked at them and then clasped them together. “Then it will be a sad day for our realm.” 

“What? Where?”

Firo turned to see King Troy on the phone. His expression was hard and very much that of a ruler. 

“Stay with them. We’ll be right there.” He hung up the phone. “That was Mitz. She’s at the girl’s office and they’re all passed out all over the room.”

“A little early in the day for wine time, isn’t it?” Leone grinned and then sobered. 

“I can’t feel Paisley.” Prince Arius stood up.

“Maybe she...”  Leone tilted his head and stared at the floor.

“Same with Kara. Something’s wrong.” Prince Rafael vanished.

“Oh dear,” Aireese whispered. She walked quickly toward Prince Michael. “Take us with you. Perhaps I can help.”

Firo closed the distance between them. 

Michael nodded; his expression was lethal, and Firo hoped it was unnecessary when they reached the royal women. He placed his hand on the big man’s shoulder and nodded to let him know that he was ready. He had only traveled by their porting method once, and it was strangely more exhilarating than using magic to teleport around. 
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“Daxx. We’re going to be late.”

Opening her eyes, Daxx rolled to the edge of the bed and propelled herself upright. She groaned and stretched. “For what?” Dropping her head forward, she blinked. What the hell was she wearing? On her feet were fuzzy pink slippers. She flipped her hair out of her face. She was wearing a pink satin and lace nightgown thing. She had no idea what it was called and didn’t care either. “Har har, guys.” She stood up and glared at the slippers. Shaking her head, she turned around to look for her jeans. 

“Oh my god, when did you get a tattoo?”

Glancing over her shoulder, she looked at Kara and then froze. Why was Kara’s head shaved to one-inch stubble. She was wearing black lipstick. The bald head looked so real. Someone went out of their way with the jokes. “I’ve had it for a few years now, you know that.” Her jeans weren’t there. She turned around and then stopped. Why did the girl’s cave have bunk beds in it?  The men must be in on this. 

“Weird. I’ve never noticed.” Kara shrugged and then grinned like she had the best secret. “I think that guy, Rafael, is going to ask me out.” She giggled. “At least I think that’s why he’s acting differently.” She sighed. “I wish I could hear what he was thinking.”

Daxx opened her mouth and then closed it. Something wasn’t right. She turned around and looked at the other women in the room. 

“Autumn, hurry up.” Paisley banged on a door that was at the other end of the room. 

There was a door where her target should be. Daxx started to walk toward it slowly. 

“We need another bathroom.” Paisley turned around and shoved her hood back. “Some of us hog it.” It was definitely Paisley’s voice, but she had long red hair and her lip pierced. 

The door opened. “You need all of ten seconds to not do anything to your hair, ever, or your makeup, at all.” Autumn shoved past her. “Mom should have spanked you more when you were little.”

Daxx knew her mouth was hanging open, but at this point, she couldn’t think. Autumn was dressed in a snug red dress, her hair was piled on top of her head in little curled things and she was wearing makeup. 

“What?” She smiled at Daxx. “Is it too bright?” She smoothed her hands over it. “I want to make sure Mikey notices me.”

Mikey? “Something is wrong.” Daxx turned away. 

“Someone bring me drugs.”

She turned around to see Alona lying in one of the beds. 

“Why did you let me eat that whole bag of candy? I feel like my stomach is trying to move out of my body.” She flipped the blankets back and sat up. 

When she stood up, Daxx almost hit the floor. She was tall, slim, and wearing ratty old sweatpants and a sock with a hole in it. 

“You’re not pregnant.” 

Alona looked at her and then laughed. “I haven’t even gotten to second base with Chase yet, so no, I am not pregnant.” She laughed again. 

Daxx spun around and looked at a few of the others. Kinsley had short blonde hair. Bethany had pitch-black hair. “Something’s not right. This isn’t real.” She whispered. Lifting her arm, she jolted. There was no tattoo. She rubbed her hand over it. Nothing changed. 

She rushed over to Alona, grabbed her arm, and shoved up the sleeve. There was no mate’s tattoo. Releasing her arm, she spun around and looked for Crissy. She was sitting on the bed at the end of the row, writing in a notebook. She almost sighed, something normal. Going over to her, she dropped down onto her knees on the bed beside her. “Criss...”

Crissy looked at her for a moment and then nodded. “Daxx.” She smiled. 

Daxx looked at the notebook in her lap. “What are you doing?”

Crissy sighed. “Trying to make a cheat sheet so I’ll remember that stupid lesson from period three. I keep drawing a blank. I don’t remember anything I read in the textbook.”

“This is not real.” Daxx looked around. Crissy remembered everything. “It’s not magic, that doesn’t work on me...”

Crissy touched her shoulder and leaned closer. “Only you can stop it.” She blinked and then frowned and let her hand drop away. “I don’t know why I said that.”

“Yes.” Daxx jumped up. “Okay. That’s good. You’re still in there—sort of.” Putting her hands on her hips, she looked down. There was no way she could undo whatever this was if she were wearing pink.  Stomping over to the bed she’d gotten out of, she opened the dresser beside it. “No.” She shoved some of the material aside. Everything was pink. “Okay. I don’t know who is behind this, but you made some serious mistakes.” She turned around to see everyone looking at her. “You guys are not yourselves at all.” She nodded. “We can undo this.” She looked at Bethany and then pointed. “It can’t be magic, but you should be able to figure out what it is.”

Bethany grinned at her. “Okay.” She said in slow motion and then looked around at the others. “Who drugged Daxx?” She laughed. “Wait until I tell you about the dream I had. There were other realms and witches, and it was so freaky...”

“Drugs. Oh please, someone, tell me they have something for this cold.” Reagan stood up and then coughed. “I don’t want to go to the party and sneeze all over Quinton. I just need to not be sick for one day. Is that too much to ask?” She started coughing again. 

“I need jeans.” Daxx looked around. “Someone give me something to wear that isn’t pink.” 

Paisley came out of the bathroom. “Guys. There’s something weird going on in here.” She pointed to the bathroom. “It’s like the room is moving or something. It’s really weird.” 

“Weird. Yes. That’s a good sign.” Daxx rushed over to her. She grasped her shoulders. “Give me a pair of your jeans and a T-shirt. Now.” She released her and turned around. “And then we’re going to get out of this hell dimension, or whatever it is, and go lay a beating on whoever is behind this.” She held out her arm. She could see the faded outline of her mate’s tattoo.   
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Firo hurried down the hall behind his princess. He didn’t know what to expect, but if the Alterealm men were this concerned, he needed to be prepared for anything. Lowering his hand, he held it out from his body and willed his sword to appear. It was silver and almost reached the floor. 

“Calm down, Mitz. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

He walked into the room to see the petite redheaded woman being held by the Captain of the guard house, he believed the man to be.

He looked around. It appeared to be some sort of activity room. Desks and various other mismatched items were spread out around the room. He glanced at the door to see a sign taped on it. It said girl’s cave. 

“Ira. Go retrieve Clairee and Romulus.” Prince Victor said in a harsh tone. 

Firo stepped out of the door and went further into the room. The Queens and Princesses of this realm were sprawled around the room. Some on the floor, some on furniture. They were all sleeping. 

“Duchess, my beloved, wake up.” King Chase was on his knees beside the lounge, touching his queen’s face.

“Firo.” 

He turned and looked at Aireese.

“Scan the outer walls and see if you can detect anything.” She frowned. “I’m not sensing any spell in the room.”

“Spell?” King Troy stood up with his queen in his arms and then sat down, holding her in his lap. “Magic doesn
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