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Chapter One

 


Maeve

 


Three Hundred and Eighteen Years Before the
Events of “Wild Hearts”

 


The stars above shine like scattered
white-hot jewels burning brightly against an endless ebony veil,
while the moon’s dazzling radiance casts an ethereal glow on the
realm below. The moon silvers the lakes, casting shadows across the
enchanted landscape. My long black hair kicks up behind me,
billowing like a cloak of midnight as the cool winds of Avalar
whisper their secrets into my ears. A smile tugs at my lips and a
knowing sigh escapes me. They are gathering their forces against
me—The Five.

 I knew this time
was coming, though it does not lessen the sting or the overwhelming
sense of disappointment I feel. With the unique ability to see into
the days to come, I have foreseen the War of the Elements. It will
be a bloody and historic event. Countless lives will be lost. And
worst of all, at the end of it, my Sisters, my fellow Chaos
witches, will suffer the most.

And though the pattern of Fate can be torn
and re-woven, it is not my place to alter the future of our realm
alone. I must await the arrival of another—the Goddess’s Chosen—but
she will not be born for centuries yet. And so, I must face this
red tide and let it wash over our lands as it will. That is my
destiny—to know our demise and be unable to prevent it. All I can
do is fulfill my quest and protect as many of my Sisters as
possible.

As a rare and sacred Chaos witch, I wield
the sixth element, the element that unites all others. Since the
dawn of Avalar, Chaos has been a heavy burden to bear, and not all
witches born to it can handle the power that saturates their veins.
Chaos is a gift of the Goddess, herself. It is magic in its purest
form. Unbridled, raw, and everything all at once.

 The witches who
wield one of the five elements—Earth, Air, Fire, Water, and
Spirit—desire to tear the crown from my head. They yearn for the
day they can sit at a round table and share in the powers of Avalar
equally—like it were a roast to be carved, plated up, and devoured.
They covet power for power’s sake. Their fears and ambitions blind
them. The Five have lost their respect for the natural order of our
world.

As a result, they will have their blood and
victory, but it will be only temporary. A handful of centuries is
merely the blink of a sleeper’s eye in Avalar. Powerful witches
live for thousands of years. Ultimately, though, I will lead the
charge when the time comes, it is not we elder witches who will
change the realm. It will be the youth, with their new blood and
renewed ideals of justice and honor, who will forge a bright path
for all. Their romantic views of what Avalar should be will save
us. Their dreams of a realm without corruption and power struggles
that will see a New Age begin.

Avalar was once the perfect realm, a
matriarchy after our very own Goddess. Queens were revered as
mothers, wives, and wisdoms, while our men stood for us as
protectors and confidants, our warriors and shields. But power
corrupts men far too easily. And those with power always hunger for
more. Like snakes they slither, twist, and manipulate those around
them to gain greater standing at Court and abroad. They latch onto
witches like leeches. And rather than protecting their mistresses’
powers, they seek to claim it for themselves.

My heart regrets this is the path that must
be walked, but the realm’s future unfolds as it must. The Goddess
was born of dragon flame, from the ruins of the Olde World long
ago, and we must all play our part in the Great Game she has laid
out for us. Her plans are for the good of all—not just witches and
warlocks. This realm belongs to all her children, the shifters and
vampires included among all Others.

Chaos witches are natural-born shifters of
their own will. We can adopt any form we desire, a gift denied to
The Five. And perhaps that is a part of their bitterness? I
muse. They long to be special. But when everyone is, no one is. We
all have our roles to play—and they are not for us to contest—that
is what they fail to see. We are all just pawns on a universal
board, moving as we must. And when our part is played, we can but
hope there will come a time when our hard-won rewards will be
enjoyed by those still left behind.

With a heavy sigh I lick my lips. There
is not much time. I must find my Fated Mate before it is too
late. The magic I need to cast upon myself requires the strength
and potence of carnal love. And if I am to ensure the Goddess’s
Chosen is born in the years to come, I cannot fail in my quest. I
have already ignored the pull of Fate for far too long. Life cannot
be spawned by females alone, it requires balance. A counterpart.
A male.

It is a strange thing to admit that I, as
powerful and all-knowing as I am, must allow a man to plow my
depths to ensure Avalar’s future. But that is the simple truth. And
so, I must give in to the Call of Fate and pray to the Goddess that
the man destined to be mine will answer my summons. As the
mightiest witch in the realm, it will take a strong man, indeed, to
saddle me and hold the reins. I laugh internally at the amusingly
appropriate joke…

 Closing my
eyes, I shift in an instant transforming into my preferred form for
travel, that of the majestic and fabled unicorn. With my black mane
and coat gleaming rainbow beneath the moon, I rear up on my hind
legs and channel my Chaos through my horn. With the blessing of the
Goddess, I send out my silent song, blasting it into the sky. The
intangible streams of magic streak through the darkness like bolts
of lightning, my haunting words and carnal promises only to be
heard by the one with whom I am meant to mate.

I can only hope he hears it, wherever he is
in this enchanted realm of ours. The future of Avalar and the lives
of all Chaos witches depend on him.


Chapter Two

 


Corben

 


 A chill tingles
down my spine and then the most ethereal and beautiful voice I have
ever heard sings directly into my ear. It is the song of a
true-born queen. There can be no doubt. My cock swells, my heart
races, and every nerve in my body thrums with her dark and powerful
magic. I can feel it shimmering through me, warm and welcoming,
full of yearning and desire. It is the call of my Fated Mate—there
can be no denying it. My soul and flesh beg to be with her, the
desire utterly overwhelming.

 Standing tall
in my treetop nest, I peer out across the valleys and tributaries
of Avalar. Where are you, mate? I whisper in my mind. But
the truth is that her heart song will guide me no matter where she
is. Knowing her location in advance is irrelevant. Now that I know
her feel, the sound of her voice, and the fleeting touch of her
magical caress, I need only follow my heart. It will guide me, like
the stars, toward the woman destined to be mine.

She is no fellow Great Raven shifter, of
that much I am certain. She is a witch and an exceedingly powerful
one at that. I have never felt such strength. It is frightening,
and yet in the same breath, beyond tantalizing. To covet such a
strong queen … to have the honor of protecting her, of being her
Queen’s Guard, of bedding her and calling her my lover is the dream
of any red-blooded male with a pulse.

 It is rare that
our kinds interbreed—witches usually stay with their own,
preferring to keep bloodlines pure with their warlock
counterparts—but it is not entirely unheard of. And the thought
that there is a queen out there who needs me, who wants me, whose
heart will not be complete without mine, is enough to make my soul
crow with wild abandon. I must find her. There is no time to
waste. No reason to delay my search. My queen has summoned me, and
I shall answer her call.

 I turn on my
heel, take as much of a run up as I am able and launch myself
physically from my nest. Arms outspread, I plummet through the
darkness of the night, the wind rushing by me as I give into the
natural compulsion of the shift. In an instant my body transforms,
and my magnificent black wings catch the air. Rising through the
heavens, I soar, my keen moon-pale irises reflecting the starlight
as I fly with blind and perfect trust. There is nothing more pure
in our realm than a Fated Mate match. My heart will lead me to
my queen.

 


****

 


All night I fly, riding the thermals and
updrafts, until I have covered more distance than I ever have in a
single flight. The terrain here is unfamiliar, far beyond my home
territory. The rugged, blustery mountain peaks have given way to
fields, great rivers, settlements, and deep forests. Until finally
I find myself soaring above a breathtaking valley. At its crown,
nestled on all sides by a mountainous range covered in lush,
verdant growth, I spy a great black castle. It is entirely dark,
save for a small, steady glow emanating from the highest tower.

My pulse begins to thunder in my veins, and
I dive, streaking through the twilight before dawn like a black
arrow. Back winging, I land upon a balcony, my immense talons
wrapping over the solid obsidian balustrade.

Inside, beyond the glass-paned doors, an
ethereal woman with a river of long black hair sits on a bed of
cushions, poring over a thick leather tome with ancient, yellowed
pages.

Her skin is as white as freshly whipped
cream, and her lips are painted a deep crimson. She wears several
silver charms around her neck, and all that covers her untouched
body is a simple white nightdress.

My mouth waters and I snap my beak loudly to
announce myself.

The witch raises her head, her midnight gaze
locking with mine. Unwavering and without fear, she observes me,
before placing her book down and rising elegantly to her bare feet.
She approaches the balcony and opens the double doors to her
chamber. “Welcome, mate,” she says. “I have been expecting
you.”

The cool pre-dawn air causes her nipples to
peak against the thin fabric of her nightdress and I can already
smell her feminine musk with my keen male senses
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