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      The clouds gathered cross the sky, and a hush filled the valley as King Caden trotted across the field astride his stallion.

      He’d overtaken Forsan Temple. The monks were like ants running from his boot as he prepared to stomp on them. He almost wished they’d put up more of a fight. So much for being the most powerful mages in the land of Kura.

      A crow watched him as the horse slowed to a stop. Its black eyes followed his every move.

      He knew better than most that crows and ravens were messengers from the spirit realm. He knew why Lord Drefen insisted on sending his spies. He was simply making sure his investment kept up with his part of the bargain.

      Unfortunately, he’d yet to fulfill the most important part of the contract.

      Glaring back at it, he cursed it for its constant watchful gaze. The sound of the forest filled the air, as birds chirped and the rushing water of the stream coursed through the lush grass.

      He climbed off the horse in a squelch of fresh mud. After tying the horse around a tree, he followed the gaze of the crow and walked to the edge of the stream. The pungent smell of the iris flowers which grew along the rocky shoreline brought back memories.

      This sacred place had always been one of solace and retreat when he was a child. His father would bring Caden and his brother at least once a summer during his annual pilgrimage to pay homage to the Goddess Ishmina and the God Ishael.

      Memories of racing down here during his childhood with his younger brother came to him, but the crow cawed and stole his attention once more.

      He crouched down and ran his hand through the running water. “You can send your spy away. I’m doing my part,” he said over the roar of the rushing water. “And, what am I getting in return?”

      The crow cawed at him so loudly that he nearly had to cover his ears. One beady eye glowed white as it looked at him before flying away.

      King Caden watched the sleek black bird fly across the gray sky and into the distance. For miles around, there were mountain ranges and cities with bright lights stretching into the horizon. Perth was one of the wealthiest cities in all of Titania, and it was the picture of perfection—the physical embodiment of what he’d dreamed as a boy.

      His father hadn’t been a mage. He’d been a normal human—well as normal as a royal with unlimited wealth and power could be. But, father could never know what it felt like to have magic coursing through his veins. If his father had, Caden probably would have been murdered at birth.

      It wasn’t a mystery that the king before him had been a tyrant and a brute. He’d learned that much from him, and it had worked. King Edward had kept his household and kingdom under a tight grip. But, his own immortality had been the death of him, and there was no escaping it.

      Not until now. Caden would not suffer the fate of his father. He would live forever.

      Though Forest was his heir, his wish was that the young man would marry and leave his sight. There wasn’t the slightest chance that he’d ever rule.

      Right on schedule, she walked through the forest and stopped right at his side.

      “What news of the girl?”

      “Still hidden. But, we will find her. Give it time.”

      She took off her boots and stepped into the stream.

      He glanced at her exposed feet and ankles. They were white as fresh cream. Memories of Seyena came to him, and—for a moment—he almost felt remorse. He reminded himself that there was no need for regrets or guilt. She’d made her decision to deceive him, and had paid for it.

      Disgusted by the nostalgia of his former lover, he grimaced and looked away. “I don’t time. Once things are settled with the messenger from Larkath, I need to mobilize the Comparthi Troupe to march into The Vale.”

      “Ah,” she said, in a voice so breathy that it was barely audible. “You still believe it will be that easy to take over the most powerful realm in all of Titania. Why not wait until the blood moon and let Lord Drefen destroy them?”

      He stood then, and faced her, a scowl on his face. “Giran will be the most powerful realm in all of Titania once I’m done. And, I wish to make the entire world bow to me before his arrival. I’ll be master of all Titania, and he’ll get his souls. There is no doubt about that.”

      A pert smile came to her full lips. “Of course. There are no doubts. However, I was simply reminding you that The Vale is ruled by Master Shizu, who is son of a god. Do we need to incite his attention at this time?”

      He winced at the mention of the demi-god who had been ruling over the elves since before his father was even born. If only he had a similar lineage, it would give him an even greater edge—one that he wouldn’t have had to bargain with Lord Drefen for.

      She went on. “Wouldn’t it be wise to organize a surprise attack?”

      “There is nothing surprising about what I have planned.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t care if he is the son of a god. What I have orchestrated will strip him of his soul just like the rest of the mages I’ve sacrificed.”

      A thin red brow lifted over her right eye. “The portal will only remain open for one moon cycle. There is too much to accomplish during that time. How are you planning on conquering all of Titania in that span of time?”

      Caden sneered at her. “Ah, why should I tell you?”

      She shrugged, but the way she pursed her lips revealed her irritation. “Your business is your own. I simply wonder if you truly know what you’re doing.”

      “I’d advise you keep your worries to yourself, Nevah.”

      With a nod, she turned her attention back to letting the cool waters wash across her feet.

      “Very well. The girl is still outside of our reach. We haven’t heard word of any traces of her presence.”

      Baffled, he stared at her. “How could this be? Aren’t the Seers searching for her?”

      She glanced at him over her shoulder. Red hair fell in waves down her back, like ribbons of silk. “Let me remind you. There are still some places under the protection of the old gods.”

      Caden stroked the growing beard on his chin, and gave it some thought. If he didn’t find her, he would be in default on his bargain with Lord Drefen. That simply couldn’t happen—not after all that he’d already achieved.

      Then, an idea came to him—one that he wouldn’t have even considered if he wasn’t at the brink of desperation.

      “Since you know so much, and insist on reminding me, tell me this, Nevah; what do you know of King Aeris?”

      The way she spun around and met his gaze with an expression of shock was all the confirmation he needed.

      “The air elemental king?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “I know that he is a ruthless ruler.”

      “Ah, we have something in common then. I already like him.”

      “What are you going to do, King Caden?” Nevah asked.

      King Caden peered toward the forest, toward the soft wind that flew toward him.

      “I’m going to campaign him,” he said, and a smile slowly crept upon his lips. “We need someone who can walk between worlds and reach the protected realms. Why not the spirit of the wind?”

      “I’ve already tasked the Medisi Tribe to hunt her down.”

      He frowned. “And, they’ve done nothing but waste our time.”

      Nevah lifted her skirts and walked closer. Her brows furrowed. “And, you sent out your son on the same errand with no results.”

      He snorted. “A fool’s errand. You and I both know the coward will do nothing but galavant through Giran, chasing his own tail. I sent the soldiers along just to make sure he didn’t get himself killed.”

      Nevah frowned. “Nevertheless, you do not want to meddle with the elementals. They do not follow the same rules, and have no loyalties to anyone but nature. You’ll be more successful turning them against us than getting them on our side.”

      “I care nothing for rules.” His jaw tightened. “You should know that by now.”

      “Who knows what King Aeris would do if he captures her? You might never see her again. Don’t you see? He can pull her into another dimension, and you’ll never have access to her. Trust me. We are better off utilizing our assets.”

      “If I don’t have her in chains within the week, I will do what I have to do,” he said. “The portal opens soon, and Lord Drefen will want to claim his prize.”

      “I’ll increase our efforts,” she said. “We don’t need to do something as reckless as turning to the air elemental king.”

      “Reckless?” Caden lifted a brow. “I believe you’re forgetting your station. You will not question me again. Do you understand?”

      Nevah placed her hands on her hips and turned her nose up at him. “I simply urge you to follow the advice of wise council. Nothing more.”

      He took two steps toward her, and wrapped his hands around her neck.

      She didn’t struggle like most women would. Instead, she fully met his gaze and swallowed against his hand around her throat. He could feel the surge of power within her veins against his palm.

      She was a powerful Ocura. Though she thought very highly of herself, her gift was a tiny spark while his was a raging flame.

      Lowering his mouth to her ear, he spoke softly. “It would be so easy to snap your neck right now.”

      With a grunt, she wrenched free. She ran a hand along her bruised throat, and shot a glare at him. But, instead of firing her rage at him, she gave him a smug grin.

      Nevah stepped toward him, and tilted her head. “That would be your greatest mistake.” Her eyes were utterly without fear, and bore into his.

      His pulse quickened with desire.

      “I am the walker between worlds. We do not need you, Caden. I chose you for this opportunity, and I can take it back and hand it someone else.”

      She gave him a pat on the shoulder. After mocking a curtsy, she turned to leave the way she’d come.

      “I assure you; you want me as your ally and not your enemy.”

      King Caden watched her walk away. A torrent of images of her sprawled across his bed flickered within his imagination.

      Perhaps she was right.

      He’d have a lot more fun with her if she still had a pulse.
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      Destan.

      Destan twitched in his sleep.

      The voice called to him, pulling him deeper into his dream.

      But, as the voice beckoned to him, he began to fear what was to come.

      Sweat beaded on his face as he tossed and turned in his bed. He couldn’t awaken, there was an unseen force keeping him bound. And so, as he’d done all of his life, he took a breath, and surrendered.

      He fell through the veil of one dream, and appeared within the dark confines of another. From a land of bright light and joy, the tension of this new sphere encased him. There were soft whispers emerging as he rose to his feet and took in his new surroundings.

      Destan.

      He tensed and turned to face whomever called his name.

      When he faced the mysterious being, his brows rose. In the shadows, with white fog rising from the darkness, stood a woman in gray.

      She looked familiar. Dark hair fell in tight curls over slender shoulders, and gray eyes met his with a distinctive sparkle that could only come from tears.

      She reached to him with one hand, and placed the other on her heart.

      Hesitant, he stared at her, eyes widened as he began to recall where he’d seen that face. She had a small, pert nose, and narrow jaw. As she took a step closer, she began to sing. She sang a tune that had haunted him since as early as he could remember.

      He would never forget her.

      Aghast, Destan stumbled backward. His heart raced and his throat seized, leaving him unable to speak.

      The pain reached his physical body as much as his etheric, and he fell to his knees.

      She came closer, and he simply stared at her as she placed a hand on his shoulder. Then, she knelt down before him and took his face in her small hands.

      Slow tears rolled down his cheeks as he clutched his chest. A dull ache vibrated within his heart space. “Are you—”

      She nodded, and wiped the tears from his face with her thumbs. A painful smile came to her pale lips.

      “Yes.” She breathed in a long breath. “I am your mother.”

      His eyes squeezed closed as he gasped a breath of air, and lowered his head. For the first time in his life since he was a child. He wept.

      She embraced him, pulling him into her chest. She stroked his head just like she’d done when he was a baby. It had been so long since he’d seen her face and heard her voice. He’d been barely over a year old when she’d left him at the temple.

      Every single day of his life, he wondered why. Master Heron had told him stories about his father, and why her action had been a great sacrifice. But, he never thought he’d see her again.

      “Listen, Dearest boy.” She tilted his head upward to look at
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