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Prologue
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Indio—A City Outside of California and Arizona—Present Day

ADRIC LIEBER PULLED up to the gas station and exhaled. It was nearing midnight. He couldn’t believe how high gas prices had risen since they left Phoenix hours ago. Maybe they crossed some kind of weird portal of rising prices somewhere back on the road.

He stretched out his long legs and wiggled his toes to wake them up. The extensive driving time was tough but necessary since he wanted to catch up with the Houses as soon as possible. San Diego was hours away, but his limbs—and not to mention his stomach—needed some attention right now.

He turned to his wife, Petra, fast asleep on the passenger side. Man, did she look as beautiful as the day they wed. Her expression was soft under the moonlight’s glow. Her hands cradled her swollen stomach, protecting their child within. He placed his hand over her womb, feeling the slight kick underneath his palm. Soon they’d have another addition to their family. One they had been planning for months now with much excitement. He thought about all the baby items passed down from friends and family throughout the years. All of it piled into the car, practically reaching the roof. There was so much to plan for in what seemed like such a little time. Would they even be ready when the time came?

Adric leaned down to kiss her belly. In response, she moaned and shifted to a new, comfortable position. When her head turned toward him, he took the chance to steal a gentle kiss.

Petra blinked a few times to wake up. “Are we there already?” Her voice was husky and deep from sleep.

Dark gray eyes sparkled back at him, and her pretty bronze complexion glowed. Must be what they say about pregnancy affecting a woman. He didn’t know if it was possible for his heart to swell even more than it already did.

Adric gently rubbed her stomach. “Not yet. I’m going to get us some gas, and then we’ll be back on the road in no time. You feel like stretching your legs?”

Petra yawned and stretched her limbs out. “No, this is good. I’ll probably stay here and guard the car for you.” She chuckled softly and continued to caress her tummy.

“All right. I’ll try not to be long.” Adric kicked the door open and stepped out. “Can I get you anything while I’m inside?”

She pursed her lips. “Mmm. Maybe some of those crunchy onion things and a pint of cookies and cream?”

“Yecch. Not together, I hope!”

Petra laughed. “Hey, I only dipped one time!”

“Uh-huh. If I can’t use that excuse, neither can you.” He bent down to kiss her tummy. “Lock the car doors, okay? I won’t be long.”

“I love you.”

“Love you back.” He winked at her before closing the door behind him.

The night air was mild for this time of year in the desert. Adric was thankful. He already had more than enough of the harsh summer heat. Hopefully, California offered more mild temperatures even as they ventured into fall and winter. A new location and weather to match. Perfect time to start fresh.

He cut across the row of gasoline pumps., nodding politely to a tall man in a plaid shirt as he walked by. Inside the pay center, there were only a handful of people standing in line. His eye caught sight of the rows of brightly colored bags of chips. Right away, he spotted the bright yellow bag his wife wanted. Hmm, might as well grab a few for himself while he’s here. Who knows what the road would be like up ahead and how long it would take to reach their destination? To his surprise, the line was already thinning out pretty quickly by the time he got to the freezer.

While opening the side door, Adric held it with his foot and reached for a cold soda with his free hand.

“I tell you, I never did see one until that day,” a male voice near the cash register said loudly. “That eclipse was either a blessing or a curse of an invasion from outer space or something.”

Adric carried his items to the register, where the cashier spoke to an older customer on the other side of the counter.

“Come on, that was just a crazy weather mix-up thing,” the cashier said as he rang up the merchandise. “Some clouds or that global warming crap they’re trying to sell us.”

“No, no. The news reports said there were no clouds in the sky and no moon to block the sun. I tell you, something was wrong, and I saw one of them dog things walking around that very same day.”

Adric’s body tensed upon hearing the man. Dog things?

“Right, pops.” The chime of the cash register sounded throughout the front of the store. “Here, keep the change.”

“You just wait and see when they attack us all. Eating our flesh and drinking our blood. You need to get yourself some silver to kill them. Or else you’ll be sorry you didn’t come prepared.”

Adric swallowed and tried to remain undeterred by the man’s confession. Had he really seen the Lycans?

The cashier smiled and waved as the older man left. “You have a good one now.”

Adric chuckled and slid his items across the counter.

The cashier’s name was etched in faded white on the left side of his chest: Chanson. He scoffed and pointed his thumb at the door as he looked at Adric. “Can you believe some people?”

“Everyone’s been crazy since that eclipse,” Adric replied with a shrug. “I guess anything out of the ordinary will put people into a frenzy.”

Chanson worked quickly to scan each item and place them in a flimsy plastic bag. “I mean, I believe in the paranormal. No doubt. But why get all kinds of crazy when it’s nothing you can control? Once a creature puts its hands on me, I’ll take care of it, but until then...live and let live, man.”

Adric’s lips twisted upward in a grin. “I hear that.” He checked the final total on the cash register and dipped into his pocket to retrieve his wallet. “I wish more folks thought like you. Things would be much more peaceful.”

“Right?”

Adric grabbed a stack of bills and handed it over. “That should be it. Plus, I’ll take forty on pump three.”

Chanson held up the money. “This should be more than enough to cover it.”

“Keep the change.” Adric stuffed his wallet in his pocket and scooped up the plastic bag.

“Thanks, man. You take it easy out there.”

Once he stepped out into the night air, Adric’s senses blared to life as if ice were thrown on his bare skin. There were no cars at the pumps or in the parking lot, except for his vehicle sitting at the far end. All the lights had been broken, casting a shadow of darkness around the gas station.

Something was wrong. He could smell it. A sense of urgency threatened to break free as he rushed to the car. “Petra, open the...”

Then he saw it. A large hole shattered the passenger window near his wife’s head. Blood splattered across the windshield, cracked with webs of fractured glass. She laid still, her hand cradling her stomach, and her face turned away from him.

Adric’s body froze with a crippling emotion that nearly sent him to his knees. He lost all feeling in his arms as the plastic bag fell out of his grip and crashed to the ground. He saw only red as a blood-filled rage ignited his body and threatened to release the beast he carefully held within. Before he could take another step, a shot rang out from the darkness, and then another, followed by more in succession after that. He felt each bullet piercing his skin like knives stabbing through rough tissue. His knees buckled and gave out under him.

Petra...

He wanted to go to her. To hold her just one last time before it all slipped away. He wanted to run his hand over her stomach that held... no. That once held their child. Was it a boy or a girl? What kind of life would it have led if...if...

He couldn’t bring himself to believe it. The child he had created with his lifemate and the love of his life had both been taken from him. What kind of monster would do such a thing?

Thin slivers of pain shot throughout his body like blades of poison seeping into his veins. The stench of burnt flesh—his flesh—overtook his nostrils. His insides felt like they were melting as if a substance like...silver. These were silver bullets!

The world turned sideways as Adric fell limp to the ground with a crash. The pint of ice cream rolled by. Cookies and cream. His wife’s favorite since he took her out on the pier on Fisherman’s Wharf years ago. It reminded her of home, just like she had reminded him of home.

His breathing grew labored as he tried to hold on.

The sound of boots crunching behind him echoed in his ears. Dark black boots stepped into his view, but he couldn’t move to see the face. More shots rang out in his ear as he was hit more times at close range. He felt his body relax as the burning pain overtook him. Slowly, he closed his eyes and surrendered to the hands of death.
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CASSIUS PEERED UP INTO the rear-view mirror. The road was barely visible except for a few red lights ahead, sparse white lights reflected behind them, and the occasional landscape revealed by the streetlights. His thin shoulders tensed. Take it easy, man. They’re all right. Probably just got held up a bit back there.

“What is it?” He nearly jumped through the roof, hearing his mate’s voice in the passenger seat next to him.

“Jeez, Vala,” he murmured. “Scare the crap out of me, why don’t you?”

Vala turned to look over her shoulder, shaking her long, dark mane away from her view. “You were thinking the same thing I was. Where are they?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been waiting for them to catch up for the past few minutes.” Cassius sighed. “Something’s wrong.”

“Turn around up ahead and go back to the gas station.”

Tires skidded on the crunching gravel below as he turned around and headed back into the darkness. The shiny beacon of light ahead was his destination. From here, he could already tell Adric and Petra’s car hadn’t moved from their spot. A sense of uneasiness overcame him when he focused his vision. A group of men in black shirts and pants stood outside of the pay market carrying a large body of fur. Adric.

Vala gasped and sat up right away.

“Call Daoine,” Cassius said, parking a few feet away. “Let him know what’s going on. Wait a few minutes and if I’m not back...” He stopped as he felt her hand on his shoulder. Turning toward her, he saw the determined expression in her dark mahogany eyes. He didn’t want to finish that sentence, but they needed a plan just in case he didn’t make it out. Whatever went on here, he had to get to the bottom of it.

He kissed her once more before stepping out of the car. He could smell them from here. A pungent scent of decay, fear, and death. Hate. These punks were definitely human. It was about time they were taught not to mess with a member of the House. An attack on one brings the wrath of all members in retaliation. He hoped nothing unfortunate became of Adric...or worse, Petra.

Cassius was there to celebrate when his friend announced Petra’s pregnancy. A new addition to the pack. Adric was already buying gifts for their child the moment he heard Petra was expecting. He doted on his wife and protected her wherever she went, careful to keep her from changing into her true form until the baby was born. Man, was he careful. If they had done something to Petra...

Cassius felt his eyes heat with a glow. His teeth elongated into fangs, and his fingernails grew at his sides as he closed the distance between him and the killers. He hissed, alerting them to his presence... and a warning. They watched him closely, never moving their bodies or expressions, which continued to stay blank. Good. They would cooperate and make this kill as quick and easy as possible.

Cassius opened his mouth to release a roar when a fiery arrow pierced the blackness, heading straight for him. He dove out of the way and landed on his hands and knees. In seconds, he was on his feet again, racing toward them.

A flash of light flooded him from all sides. The sound of heat sizzling skin erupted before he felt his skin burning as if the sun itself had decided to kick the moon out of the sky and take its place. Another fiery arrow soared straight toward him. The fire penetrated his skin, sliding into blood, bone, and muscle with a force that shot him backward into a nearby tree and impaling him to the wood. He tried to break away even though every movement shot pain throughout his body.

Pitch-black darkness surrounded him, and he couldn’t see the face of the shadowy silhouette approaching him. He tried to tap into his night vision, but all he saw were dark silhouettes against a dim background. The figure before him held up a crossbow with another flaming arrow lined up for another shot. His attacker was tall, rather lanky, and bald from the looks of his silhouette. Cassius refused to back down. If these punks want to snuff him out, he’ll go down fighting and take out as many of them as he can.

“Looks like you missed the sunlight, bloodsucker.” The figure’s voice was deep and raspy. “Allow me to oblige you.”

Something clicked, and the figure raised a bright light into his face. Cassius screamed, a mixture of a hiss and a primal growl as he felt the pain of his skin crackling like burnt meat under the light. The figure chuckled wildly as he shined the beam all over Cassius, who shut his eyes close in defense. Another light appeared next to him. And then another. Slowly, Cassius felt his life slipping away.

Vala, my love. If you could hear me, go! Find the Ashen Twilight House and tell them what happened!

Cassius breathed heavily and opened his eyes to see a large bird in the sky behind them. Its wings flapped wildly, cutting through the air as it soared into the night air.

“Behind you guys!” one of the men near the pumps yelled.

They turned just as Vala swooped down, her large beak reaching for them as she squawked loudly.

“Get it!”

A large arrow with a rope attached to it sailed into the air and pierced her breast with a sickening thhppp sound. Vala’s body fell freely down toward the empty pavement. Cassius pushed away from the trunk, propelling his body forward enough to kick away the three men in front of him. With his scarred hand, he reached to his middle and pulled out the fiery arrow with a loud yowl on his lips. Gritting his teeth, he tossed it away and headed straight for them.

“Vala!”

One of the men pulled on the rope, dragging Vala toward the group. He lunged toward her, only to be stopped by a large body with massive arms reaching for him.

Sirens broke out in the distance as Cassius flipped over his attacker in seconds. He dove down, his fangs ready to pierce the skin belonging to the man whose life he was ready to take to the grave and beyond. The warm, thick flesh tasted bitter when he dug his fangs into the man’s neck. Feeling the life slowly drain from the man made the feed that much sweeter as he felt his power grow. Cassius then grabbed the man’s head and twisted, snapping his neck in seconds. He leaped over the dead body as it fell to the ground with a loud thud. With one slash across the second man’s face and throat, he turned to the third and slashed again.

Slowly his skin regenerated with their blood filling him as he stormed toward the pumps where Vala was dragged. The other group raised their weapons toward her, and he felt his adrenaline shoot beyond the skies. He raced toward them, his hands raised as he embedded his nails into the closest one’s back. He raised his arm, tearing through skin and bone with ease. The sirens grew louder, and he hoped the rest of the caravan behind them had gotten out of dodge before the bloodbath began. More men dressed in black emerged from the darkness, closing in on him. Their weapons were poised and ready to fire.

“Freeze!” Behind him, an array of police cars stopped near the gas station entrance and drew their guns. “Hands up in the air! Every one of you!”

Cassius turned to the blood-splattered passenger window where Petra’s body rested in death’s warm embrace. Her body was still, and he could see the gunshot wound from here. His hands formed into fists. Not a few feet away, Adric lay on the ground in his full Lycan form. His body was filled with smoking bullets that had pierced his thick skin. The mortal beasts won’t get away with this massacre. I promise you that, Adric.

“Everybody get down on the ground. Now!”

The cops held their weapons poised on Cassius, watching and waiting...perhaps even hoping for him to move. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. Not until the last moment.

He looked down at Vala’s still frame. Her dark eyes watched him with a slight curve of her brow. She didn’t have to speak for him to know she was calling out to him. Her heartbeat raced, and Cassius mentally reached out to her. Be strong, my love. We’re going to get out of here.

“On the ground! Don’t make me tell you again!”

Transform.

She blinked, understanding the words transmitted from his mind to hers.

“Now!” Cassius yelled.

In an instant, she disappeared. The arrow barely hit the ground before she changed from a hawk to a large eagle, all within the blink of an eye.

Cassius moved fast. To mortals, he would only be a blur. He ran and grabbed the fiery arrows on the ground before dashing over to grab the dripping gas pump from its cradle. With a quick flick of his wrist, he poured the gas on Adric’s car and the fallen Lycan’s body before tossing the burning arrows onto the fluid-drenched ground.

“No!” Whoever yelled the word was soon drowned out by the explosion of the car.

Vala swooped overhead through the flames and Cassius jumped up to grab her open claws as she swerved up to gain more altitude. An array of bullets, arrows, and firearms broke into the sky as they descended upward while the firestorm raged across the gas station down below.
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“TELL ME WHAT YOUR WORLD is like.”

Ariya gazed at the moonlight streaming through the wide window of her bedroom. It had been much too long since this serene calm washed over her. Coming home had been a last-minute decision. Now that they had arrived, she was glad Jace suggested coming here.

Thankfully, they had arrived under the dark veil of the night, for Jace’s skin couldn’t take the harsh sun’s rays. Strange how just a few months ago, she didn’t have to worry about such things. After meeting the members of the Ashen Twilight House, so many things in her life had taken a drastic turn...

Now her life had taken another dramatic turn since she gave her heart to Jace Archane, Regent in the House of Blood.

“You’re here,” she said, smiling at him. “You can see it.”

Jace’s cold touch sent shivers throughout her body. His hand cradled her chin, gently stroking it with his thumb. “I want to hear it from you,” he said, turning her to face him. She loved how he looked, watching her from the soft ivory folds of her bed sheets. He was beautiful. Perhaps the most striking creature she had ever laid eyes on.

Dark, loose strands of wavy shoulder-length hair fell over his smooth pale face. He was in his early twenties at the time of his change, an age he would forever remain in as mortals left behind their legacy of ashes. He’d always have his charming boyish face with cupid’s bow lips, bright blue eyes, and a strong, sharp nose.

Now she had his undivided attention. His handsome expression was curious, waiting with the question of his words. His muscled chest was bare under the dark red shirt that lay open over the rise and fall of his breathing.

“Soft, damp green hills fill every part of our lands with cool springs and large bodies of water in between.”

Jace chuckled. “Sounds like Scotland.”

Ariya nodded. “It does have its similarities to your home. Like with the hunters, we assisted when we ventured to Dahomey in the mortal realm. Different worlds, yet so much alike.” She wrinkled her forehead in thought. “It was there I noticed that the men were bred to be warriors since the dawn of humans. Here the warriors, my guard, are women. We still have a specialized group composed of men who stay on the outskirts of our world. But the tradition has always been to keep female guards for the castle.”

“Hmm, well, the House of Lycan is the only house structured similarly.”

“But not bred. They’re born with their strength.”

Jace nodded. “You have a point there. Do all Aziza girls grow up to be in the guard?”

Ariya shrugged. “Some do if they wish it.” She giggled and poked Jace in the chest. “Anyway, I was describing the landscape for you. The days are longer here than in the mortal realm. We can bring rain whenever the crops need it. And we celebrate every aspect of life’s changes from life itself to life passing on, to birth, to the changes of the season, and betrothals followed by wedded unions.”

Her fingers traced the hard line of his chest as she spoke.

“And what of your betrothal?” Jace caught her finger and looked up at her.

Ariya looked down at her captured finger, feeling her face grow warm from the question. “What of it?”

“You aren’t already betrothed to some muscle-bound warrior who will try to fight me for your hand, are you?”

She laughed, shaking her head. “No, nothing like that.”

“Good, because I’d be ready to fight anyone to keep you by my side.” He ran his fingertips lightly along the side of her arm. “I mean it.”

She shifted slightly at his words. No man had ever said the things he said to her. She liked that Jace was possessive and protective of her.

“Good,” he grinned. “I like being possessive and protective of you.”

Smacking his arm, she pursed her lips. “Are you ever going to stop doing that?”

Jace laughed. “Never. It’s too much fun.” He leaned in to kiss her deeply.

Shivers of pleasure claimed her body, and she gently stroked his cheek, leaning into the kiss. This felt so good. Too good. If only she could extend this moment for as long as she wanted...

Breaking the kiss, she took a slow exhale. “It’s just that... with you. I can lay down all the responsibilities and the burdens of my station and just...be.”

“Nothing wrong with that.”

“No?” She winced slightly as she turned to sit on the edge of the bed. Why did that come out as more of a question than a statement? “I mean... although I am not betrothed, it has been expected of me to take a mate. Being Queen, I need a husband and fellow ruler. It’s the Aziza way for as long and longer than mortals have lived.”

“What if you were to take one, then? What if an outsider wanted to stay here and rule with you?”

His words made her sit up. What if...

She liked the idea of Jace being here with her. Ruling aside one another, loving one another, and just enjoying the calm life that they could build together. But it couldn’t be.

“I—I don’t know.” She looked away. “I don’t think it’s ever happened before. For a while, it was just us and the mortals. Everything else was a myth that only lived in books.” She wanted to say more. Possibly speculate on what it would mean for a Nightwalker to live within the lands, but she couldn’t go on. They were enjoying each other too much for it to be ruined by what they couldn’t have. “Why do you ask?”

Jace turned away, staring ahead into space as he spoke. A crease formed in the middle of his forehead and his lips thinned into a straight line as he stayed silent for those next few moments. Finally, he turned to her. His stern, focused gaze melted away with a smile. “Curiosity is all.”

Ariya raised an eyebrow. “And that’s why you blocked your thoughts from me?”

“Privacy, my love,” Jace said, grinning. Traces of his Scottish accent filtered through his words. She noticed it tended to mix with others, mostly American. Probably due to America being his home for the past few decades.

“You would miss your home if you stayed here,” Ariya said.

Jace idly ran his hand along her arm. “I already miss it. I often wonder what my kids are thinking, even at this very moment. Or my faculty bosses. Do they think I died in the chaos? Or just up and left?” He shook his head. “Not sure which I think is worse.”

“I bet you miss teaching, since it seemed like you loved it so much.”

“I do.”

Jace had appeared so aloof and overconfident when she first met him. A wall of protection from the lifetime of pain he had endured. As they grew closer, the shell he had tried so hard to keep around himself melted away. Now she couldn’t bear being anywhere but near him.

“Enough of that now,” Jace said, smiling up at her. He slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “I think we’re both in need of a break once in a while.” His voice grew softer and huskier as he drew near. She anticipated the touch of his lips against hers, the tingling feeling that ran all over her senses. Jace had been the only man to touch her so intimately. Ever since that first time, she couldn’t get enough of him.

Even now, Ariya’s stomach fluttered as Jace’s lips brushed hers. Her eyes closed and only touches remained to overtake her senses. Jace’s strong, yet gentle, hand moved up to her shoulder. The warmth of his tongue and mouth sent bolts of pleasure, making her heart beat faster.

Her life had changed so much since she fell in love with this dark figure. The single act of being in his presence transformed into a magical experience the moment her heart became his. No more was he just a man or a Nightwalker she felt drawn to. He was hers, an extension of herself in a way that had broken the barrier of personal space to become a part of her that she was free to touch and love anytime she pleased.

The moonlight in the dark sky had shifted, bathing them in darkness while the room basked in light.

“Taste me,” Ariya said, feeling Jace move to her neck. His grip on her froze.

Morning would be upon them soon, and it’d be a while before she could feel Jace again. For as the sunlight drew upon the lands, the rise and fall of his chest would cease, his breath would be frozen, and death would claim his body.

“You want me to feed upon you, Ariya?” His breath brushed against her neck as he spoke, his hand caressing the dark curves of her body.

Ariya arched her head to look at him through the sparse amounts of light that pierced the shadows in the room. She could already see the bright white shine of his elongated fangs peeking out from between his parted lips. The sight made her heart race, her breath shallow, and her wings flutter slightly against her back.

“Yes Jace,” she breathed.

His masculine grip slid down to her hips, urging her legs to wrap around him and straddle him.

Jace immediately reached for the soft gossamer sleeve of her dress. He pulled them down with a controlled urgency that sent her heart racing further. Careful of her wings, he gingerly opened the dress down to bare her body to him.

Ariya breathed in sharply, feeling the brush of his sharp fangs against her soft, tender chest.

“I, Jacinus Aurelius Archane, now take you, Ariya, to be my wife.” His hand slipped behind her back, brushing against her wings before resting between her shoulder blades. “In the presence of God and before the Aziza realm and the mortal world, I promise to be a loving, faithful, loyal lifemate to you. For as long as we both shall live.”

Ariya grinned, feeling his lips melt into a smile once he leaned to kiss her.

“Both technically and figuratively,” Jace added.

Ariya brushed her fingers through his hair, peering down at him. “I, Ariya, now take you Jacinus Aurelius Archane to be my beloved lifemate,” she spoke softly against the crown of his head, cradling him to her chest. “In the presence of Mawu-Lisa and before the Aziza realm and the mortal realm. I promise to be a loving, faithful, and loyal mate, wife, and friend to you, for as long as we both shall live.”

She felt his hand grab hers and raise it. Through the darkness, the bright glow of the moonlight shined across her silver ring. The Claddagh ring, he had called it. The same jewelry had belonged to his mother, who handed it down to him to give to his beloved. Ariya remembered the tale he shared when he first placed it on her finger and his promise to give it to her at the right time.

When worn as a ring, it’s supposed to symbolize friendship and love, he had told her. Now she wore it on the ring finger of her right hand with the heart facing her. The different ways to wear it had different meanings and, for the life of her, Ariya couldn’t remember which was which right now.

Just as she thought this, Jace looked down at her finger and kissed it before removing it from her finger. He then grabbed her left-hand ring finger and slipped the ring on, making sure the heart clutched between the hands and the crown faced him.

“Thy beauty and brightness/And lightness is going/Under the bonnie brown waves of thy hair/Thy lips red and luscious/And blushes bright glowing/Smote me with love and sweetest despair.” Jace stared deeply into her eyes as he recited the poem. He switched his ring from one hand to the other.

Ariya wrapped her hands around his, stopping him midway. She took his ring and placed it on his finger with the heart facing her.

A quiet clink of the metal sounded between them as Jace covered her hands with his own. “Tha gaol agam ort,” he said.

I love you.

*
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JACE PULLED HER TO him and kissed her deeply, turning her around, so she lay under him. She was so beautiful, he couldn’t believe that she was his. He had carried their rings through the centuries, never believing in finding the one he would exchange them with. He shared his bed and his body with so many women, but never before did anyone have his heart, as Ariya did now.

Breathing in the soft scent of her, he dove into the warmth of her hair covering her neck. Brushing aside her thick, dark curls, he kissed her neck and shoulder, gently running his tongue along her soft skin. He wanted her. He wanted them to give in to each other after sharing vows and seal their union now and forever.

He would stay here forever if he could. For now, he would be happy to make this moment last as long as he had a breath left in him.
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Chapter 2
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“My Queen!” A stifled knock echoed in the deepest part of Ariya’s mind, rousing her out of her sleep. It took her a moment to focus in the darkness of the night. The absence of the moon high in the dark sky told her it was still late at night, but not quite morning. A cold shiver made her realize she had forgotten to dress before falling asleep after they had made love. Jace stirred next to her. A soft moan fell from his lips, and the arm that held her tightened around her body. He must still be in a human-like sleep. Otherwise, he would be dead to the world around him.

“What is it?” he said, confirming her thoughts with the drowsy, huskiness of his words.

“My Queen! You must come quickly!”

It was Rasia on the other side. One of her handmaidens. Did she hear them earlier? “I’ll be right there,” Ariya answered. She swung her legs to the floor and froze when she felt Jace’s cold hand wrap around hers.

“Do you have to go?” he asked.

She nodded. “I will see what she wants. I promise to return as soon as I can.” She leaned down and kissed him softly, caressing his chin. “I give my word.”

Ariya jumped to her feet and immediately slipped into her dress. Then she retrieved her robe hanging near the door.

“Before morning?”

“I’ll try.”

Ariya made sure to crack the door enough to slip through it before closing it behind her. “Rasia, what is it?”

“Tera, Dara and Komi’s baby, is rooting.”

Ariya felt her senses blaring to immediate alertness. Her mind raced, and she quickly pulled herself together. “All right. Run back to their home and tell them I’m on my way. I’ll grab my cloak.”

“Right away.” Rasia turned to rush off.

Ariya slipped back into her room, slipping off her night robe and replacing it with the cloak that hung near the door.

“Rooting?” Jace asked.

Wrapping the cloak around her shoulders, she looked over at Jace, who was leaning on his elbow. In the blink of an eye, he appeared before her, cupping his hand over her cheek.

“I don’t know what that means, but I can tell from your expression it’s serious.”

“Yes. An Aziza child of about three years old begins growing wings. It’s a painful and frightening process that needs the support of the community and the Queen near.”

“Do you want me to do anything?”

She squeezed his hand and smiled. “No, my love,” she said. “I appreciate you asking, but it is best to stay here. It’s almost morning. I shouldn’t be too long.”

With a kiss on his hands, Ariya turned away from Jace and started to the hall. She raced down the stairs as her mind ran over the steps she would take to help little Tera. She ran over the ingredients in her mind: passion flower for relaxing the muscles; peppermint leaf for sleep and calm, visionary dreams; Valerian root for the calming process; and lavender flowers.

The little girl’s screams reached the door by the time Ariya had grabbed the ingredients and arrived at the forest home. Much of the surrounding village had already caught word of Tera’s situation. They stayed outside the doors to hear any word of the progress.

Ariya followed Komi and Dara to the back of the house where their daughter’s room sat under the moonlight. Tera cradled her body in a fetal position as she lay on the table in the middle of her bedroom. Her back was to Ariya as she entered the room and already two thin lines between her shoulder blades began to protrude through the skin. The girl screamed in pain.

Ariya removed her cloak and turned to Tera’s mother, Dara. “Have you done anything to sedate the breakage?”

The woman shook her head, her short, dark hair waving. “No,” she whimpered. “We called for you as soon as it started. We didn’t believe it would happen so soon. It was to happen many days later.”

“We will take care of her now. Get me some allspice extract. Make sure you crush the herbs and mix them with lavender. We’ll try to soften the process before it gets any further.”

Ariya circled the table to face the little girl. Thick, hot tears stained her red eyes which she quickly shut as soon as Ariya faced her.

“It’s okay, little one,” Ariya said, taking the little girl’s hands to soothe her. “I am here to help.”

The girl slowly opened her eyes to gaze at Ariya. She felt the little girl ease slightly before she cried out in pain. Every moment would feel like a lifetime. Ariya knew this feeling as she remembered her own rooting well. She lifted her hands and gently ran them over the girl, calling up warm, comforting energy to calm the girl as best as possible. The herbs would certainly do better to work through the girl’s body, using her own system for the healing process, but this would do for now.

Dara and Rasia rushed in with the crushed herbs and flowers. Some were not ripened, and others were well-developed into the spring season. The scent of lavender and spicy pimento filled the air as the women brought Ariya the lightly oiled mixture.

“Can you make it stop!” the girl said through shaky words. “Please!”

Ariya’s heart ached at the pleading girl’s cry. “I will certainly do my best. I need you to focus now, Tera. You’ll feel your skin warm, but it’ll dull the pain along with the power I have given you. Try to hold still.”

The thin lines had expanded to the size of branches about half an inch thick. Ariya immediately felt the cool, yet warm pulse of the herbs on her fingers when she scooped up a small amount. She quickly slathered the ointment over the girl’s tightened skin, sending shots of her power in her hands to hasten the treatment. Although the allspice was from the local Aziza realm fruit trees, it still resembled a combination of cloves, juniper berries, cinnamon, and pepper.

Tera’s held her eyes closed as she hugged herself tightly. She cried out as her honeyed skin burned a shade of red where her wings stemmed. The skin tightened and grew like liquid burgeoning under a tight sheet. The skin soon broke, allowing a slim, wet membrane of skin to burst out from beneath the flesh.

Ariya leaned back as she watched the wings stretch and fold out against the girl’s back. Tera calmed and fell limp on the table. Her mother, Dara, rushed over with a wet towel she wrapped around her daughter. Looking up, her dark oval eyes broke into tears as she smiled at Ariya.

“Thank you, my Queen,” she said. “This is a joyous day.”

Ariya nodded. “Indeed it is. In the coming hours, we will hold a celebration for Tera’s dawn of age. Soon she’ll be like the other little ones trying to fly.”

Dara laughed. “I’m sure. First, she will have to get used to having these wings.”

***
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WHEN ARIYA STEPPED out of the forest home, she announced Tera’s condition to the rest of the village. Tera’s father, Komi was eager to return home and greet his daughter. The man reminded her of her own father and how proud he was that she, the last and youngest of his daughters, came into her wings.

Cheers and music broke out, and a celebration was called to commence later in the day. Looking up, she saw the sun breaking over the horizon. By the time she arrived back to her bedroom, the sun’s rays were already reaching into the sky... and Jace was asleep. Dead, perhaps was more like it but she refused to use such a term to describe his short sleep during the day.

She turned to the bed where Jace slept peacefully with one arm across his chest, and the other draped to his side. It looked as if he were feeling around the area she slept in, wishing she was there. The thought made her heart heavy as she removed her cloak and hung it on its hook.

Morning’s rays would soon stream in through the terrace. She always loved waking up to the kiss of the sunlight upon her face. Jace couldn’t be exposed to the same. Noticing the peaceful look on Jace’s face, she quickly jumped to her feet and rushed to close the shades. It was a good thing she remembered. One of the many things she had to keep in mind now.

Her mind wandered to the previous night and the promise they had made to each other. Husband. Wife. Mate. Friend.

A tingle followed by a shiver claimed her body. Ariya wrapped her arms around her torso, feeling the cool morning air drifting into the room.

When they stepped into the Aziza Faerie realm, Ariya was careful to keep Jace hidden as they trekked to the castle. Thankfully there weren’t Aziza guards or citizens outside. The ones who saw them had thrown curious gazes and murmurs at the outsider who came into their world. No mortal, or other immortals for that matter, ever entered the Aziza Fae realm. For the longest time, werewolves, vampires, and other shifters lived between the pages of a book rather than reality.

Ariya realized that many of their long-held beliefs about the world were mistaken. She had a duty to inform her people of immortals’ existence. Soon. She couldn’t help wondering how they would react to Jace. As a Nightwalker, he shared the traits of the fearful Asiman creatures that threatened their lands and people. How would she tell them he was her lifemate and nothing like the Asiman? He was her husband and her choice...

Their earlier conversation returned to her along with the thoughts she had cloaked from him. As an Aziza Fae Queen, she was to not only take a mate but produce an heir. How could she do so when a Nightwalker was unable to?

The thought made her heart heavy with the idea. She didn’t want to think about this now. Not after such a joyous occasion and after giving her life, love, and heart to the only man she wanted to be with. Jace’s blood ran through her veins at that very moment, and they were connected. Now, after last night, it was official.

Ariya grabbed the bottom hem of her soft, billowy nightgown and walked back to the bed where Jace lay in peaceful rest. She bent down, placing her hand on his forehead. Cold. Once he awakened, he would need to feed soon to keep going. She promised to be here when that happened.

***
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THE DAY ANNOUNCED ITS arrival not long after Ariya dozed off. She had planned to use the morning and afternoon to visit the Dreamcaster, the man believed to be the oldest of the Aziza people. He knew what the near future held. Perhaps he had a suggestion on how to introduce Jace to the Aziza people. His visions always came in dreams or symbols. Based on what the symbols meant to the one asking, the answer was always clear.

After watching the sun rise high in the sky from the comforts of her bed, Ariya finally decided to rise as well and prepare for the day. She took a quick bath and then changed into another dress. This was a lavender pastel creation that floated around her body like a cloud. It was one of her favorites. She then reached for her hooded cloak and slipped it on, securing the hood with a golden metal clasp across her neck. First, she would stop by her father’s library to check on something that had been bothering her for the better part of the morning.

As she started on her path, Ariya remembered her dream Vladislav Tepes III and Alexandru Drago. In the car on the way to the West Coast, she recalled how Jace had tensed at the mention of Drago’s name. Did Jace know him or perhaps met him by way of Vlad somehow?

In passing, Jace had mentioned how the other Nightwalkers had fought Vlad. There was nothing mentioned in the history books as such, but maybe that was for the best. The Nightwalkers and other members of the House wished to remain under mortal eyes. Still, the event went down in history as a great and sad battle, for it was the one where Jace had lost his father.

She didn’t remember much about Vlad in the history books, other than the fact that he was the inspiration for Stoker’s famous Dracula book. Strange that the famous fiction about vampires would lead to a possible connection to the real-life Nightwalkers she had come in contact with. Ariya had asked Jace about the dream and despite his dodge to answer her question about whether he knew Drago or not, she noted his uncomfortable stillness. Perhaps there would be something written about Vlad’s connection to the early stages of the three houses. She made a note to ask Jace about that when he woke up.

Outside she caught the attention of one of her guards and called her over. “Send word to Cidra to keep watch outside my bedroom door until my return.”

She would feel safer knowing her most trusted friend and leader of the Aziza Amazon guards would watch over Jace. There was a chance that Cidra would not approve if she knew the truth about him. Still, Ariya trusted her most of all and know she would listen to reason when the time came.

The tall Aziza guard named Alleyna frowned. “Where are you going?” she asked. “He’s still in there, isn’t he?”

Ariya froze at the question. Had she spotted them last night when they crossed realms?

She felt Alleyna’s gaze pinning her to the spot. “Did you give yourself to him, Ariya? He stayed in your room all night.”

“That is not your concern, Alleyna,” Ariya said, focusing her gaze on the guard. “Please relay the message to Cidra.”

“Consider the message received.”

Ariya turned to face her friend and guard who stood by leaning on her spear. Her most trusted friend who seemed like a sister stared right back at her. Bright, dark brown eyes stared right at her before averting her gaze. “Thank you, Alleyna. I wish to speak with the Queen alone.”

The tall guard turned to look at them before she bowed her head and left.

Cidra met Ariya’s gaze, immediately making her tense.

Over the years of their friendship, Cidra had grown














[image: ]


























[image: ]











[image: ]
































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





