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::: Jezamina :::

Dusken
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Jezamina stripped down, taking everything off. She bundled her outer gear and clothes into a ball then threw the old remnants of her life into the cave. The cliff rocks cracked then moaned. The earth trembled underneath her and she fell backward. The passageway she crawled from closed, leaving only a narrow space to get through. Open or not, she would never go through the passageway again. She was where she wanted ... needed to be.

A smile spread across her face as the warmth of the sun greeted her. Her long, hard wait to get back to Dusken was over.

Would Walt, her ex-fiancé, believe her now? Many times, she tried explaining to him that she had lived in a different world—a parallel universe—while in her coma. How many times had he argued with her that it was only a dream?

The first time she entered this world, Jezero found her floating in the sea and on enemy land. He carried her to Dusken, his home, where she healed. She then traveled to different villages and learned how brutal the Morlorns could be. She learned to be a warrior. And unexpectedly, she found love, until a swirl of smoke whisked her from Jezero back to Chicago and Walt.

Her ex-fiancé was wrong.

This world wasn’t a dream. She returned.

Jezamina shook her head, still in shock and wonder at what had occurred. How one visit to a coffee shop and meeting the Jamaican queen had turned her life in so many directions. How her life had undergone so many changes.

She turned from the rocks to face the woods and took in the beauty of the land she missed. She stared into the forest, saturated with color, letting it soak into her soul. The warmth of the wind kissed her naked skin.

Dusken.

Home.

Jezamina inhaled a long, deep breath. The sweet aroma of the different flowers, the subtle mint of the ferns, and the earthiness of the soil mixed together and intoxicated her senses. She breathed in again and this time caught a hint of fresh water. The river had to be nearby. If she found it, she should be able to find her way to the ledge where they lived.

As she swept her hands across the ferns near her legs, she looked for the path to the river. Her mind raced with all the things she wanted to do—find Jezero, find his men, tend Raine’s garden, take a bath near the waterfall, and of course, make her special blend of herbs. Her thoughts spun with everything she’d been missing, and they bubbled inside her like a hot spring, wanting to gush out at once. She looked around again at her surroundings.

Am I really here?

Jezamina reached up and pulled one of the leaves off the tree. The dark emerald leaf had a slight gold undertone. No wonder they shimmered so much in the sun.

Here, the land burst with many colors. Jezero’s sanctuary was unlike anywhere else she’d been. Even the woods surrounding Dusken didn’t compare. The forests where the villagers lived were green and dense but lacked vibrancy. In the Morlorn territory, near the stone dwelling, the forest had gray, thin-barked trees with low-hanging limbs and sharp leaves that warn intruders to stay away.

How many times had she tried explaining the beauty to Walt? If only he could see ....

A loud trembling noise came from the cliff. Jezamina glanced behind her, through the trees. The cave’s entrance, where she crawled from, seemed to have exhaled a breath. Was her ex-fiancé still in there, waiting for her? Was he on the ground, unconscious after hitting his head on the stalactite? What if he needed help?

Jezamina bit her lip as guilt crept into her conscious. She had called out for him in the cave. She searched the sandy floor, sweeping her hands, but found nothing in the black void. He never responded—not even a moan. Should she go back?

A loud clatter of rocks rumbled near the cave’s passageway. She waited, imagining Walt would appear in the forest and then shook her head to remove the thought. He couldn’t follow her to this world. This wasn’t his journey. This was hers. And she was back, all in one piece. Most importantly, she remembered everything—her past in the other world and her time here. All that she learned and accomplished—how to make medicine, find food, and fight in battle—wasn’t in vain. She could continue on where she left off.

Wait. Jezamina’s breath caught in her throat. How long had she been gone, being in the other world with Walt? Was there a large gap in time? Her stomach churned, and she pressed her hand against her belly to calm her nerves. Would Jezero remember her? Would he be angry? She had disappeared during battle—a fight with the Morlorns.

She refused to believe anything horrible had happened to Jezero or to his men. They had to be here. She had prayed hard to be in this world again.

Please let them be here.

A bird squawked as if reminding her to pay attention. The Morlorns could be anywhere.

She scanned the forest for unusual movement, a flash of metal from a shield, or the shine from the metal and fur helmets the enemy wore. Raine’s voice rang in her head, always warning her to be careful and aware of her surroundings. If Jezero and the men were at the stone dwelling, the Morlorns could have taken over Dusken.

Jezamina looked for familiar markings to determine which direction would take her back to the ledge where they lived. The last thing she needed was to be confronted by the enemy, especially with her being naked. Their dark, beady eyes staring at her, and the smell of old fur still made her cringe.

A loud snap cracked through the air.

She jumped. She sprinted toward the closest tree and squeezed her arms to her side to stay hidden and avoid being seen. Another snap. The birds fluttered their wings as they took off from their perches. She peeked around the side. Twenty feet away, a dead branch snapped away from the trunk of a tall tree. As it fell, the branch took out another one along the way. A deep thud vibrated the ground as both landed on the forest’s floor. A Walato squealed in fright and then ran to another spot in the woods.

Jezamina placed her hand over her heart to keep it from bursting out of her chest. Now wasn’t the time to be skittish. She waited until the woods turned quiet, offering a peaceful setting, before venturing out again. Her heart slowed to a normal beat as she headed on her way.

A narrow path—more for animals than humans—appeared. Surveying the pattern of the brush, the path, and the greenery, she took a few more cautious steps beyond the markings. Her legs brushed against the plants. Two birds chirped near the top of a tree. Another watched her from a fallen log and then squawked at her presence as she came too close. She scanned the woods again for others. The landscape changed ahead as if there was a gap in the trees where a river could flow.

Placing her long hair behind her ear, Jezamina tilted her head and listened beyond the birds’ chatter. She picked up the sound of water flowing against the rocks. She headed toward the sound and soon found the walking path that led her to the river.

Jezamina reached the bank. The strong current sprayed water up and around the larger rocks as the water flowed around a bend. Finding a fallen tree to crouch behind, she examined the land on the other side. The hues were dull compared to the brightness surrounding her. Enemy territory. At least she arrived on the right side of the forest this time.

She still had to figure out her location and how far she was from reaching the ledge. The sun, now at the highest point in the sky, gave her some time to find her way before night fell. Jezamina followed the flow of the river. The trees weren’t as dense, and the tall hill where she came from seemed familiar now that she looked back and viewed the landscape.

Narrowing her eyes, she searched the hillside until she spotted the trail that went to the top. Her heart skipped. She scanned over to her right, a little beyond a pile of rocks, to find the split tree.

Right where she thought. The branches fanned out with a patch of green leaves sprouting in the center of the trunk. A wonderful, relief-filled sign. This was the place where Raine had found the queeno, the medicinal plant that healed her wounds. And the first time she’d spotted the Morlorns on the other side of the river.

Overwhelming joy enveloped her as she recognized the familiar ground.

“Holy shit,” she said in a whisper. A stream of tears rolled down her cheeks as she stood for a moment to take it in. Her heart swelled and her breath caught in her throat. What she experienced was too wild to comprehend, but Jezamina appreciated the spirits answering her prayers. She clasped her hands together, near her chest, and gazed up to the skies. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

What bought her to here, to Dusken instead of elsewhere, like the Morlorn territory? Was it her strong desire to return? The Jamaican queen who had given her the special blend of coffee? Or was it the calling?

Being out in the open, she didn’t have time to ponder for long. Jezamina glanced toward the other side of the river where the Morlorns often waited in hopes of seeing one of them alone. The forest seemed empty of their presence. Not wanting to take a chance, she darted into the woods, away from the water. She found the path that led up the hillside, but her feet stopped as she reached the start. Her conscience kept her from moving forward.

What about Walt?

She didn’t get to say goodbye. She wanted to assure him that she would be fine and that he would be okay too. A lump formed in her throat. Her lips pressed together. How could she leave him—just vanish—without any finality? He’d been her rock for years. A difficult rock, but he stuck it out. Even when she told him that she loved Jezero, he had stayed with her.

Jezamina would feel terrible if he thought she disappeared to get away from him. She’d run away once before. He’d search for her again. But this time, he wouldn’t find her. She bit her lip.

Deep in his heart, he must have known she would return to Jezero. Maybe he would find her clothes—a clue that she had returned to the other world. Knowing Walt, he’d make up an excuse, still be in doubt.

How could she show proof that she made it back to where she wanted to be? Her head went down. Jezamina tapped her lips with her finger. If she left him something besides her clothes ....

What was sentimental that he’d understand?

An idea popped into her head.

Jezamina retraced her steps and returned to the tree where Raine took a few snips of the queeno plant to use for the medicine. She glanced across the river and then around her. The forest remained calm. A few birds fluttered about, but they weren’t alarmed.

Crouching low, she dug into the dirt and pulled out a small portion of the plant. She made sure to keep the roots covered so they wouldn’t wilt too fast. The queeno was fuzzier than she remembered, but the awful stench the leaves emitted sent an unmistakable sharp sting to her nose.

“Uff.” She held it away from her face while she walked back to the cave. On the way, along the first narrow trail, she picked a pentias bloom with a dark pink, bell-shaped bottom. He knew about the plant and flower. One more to go.

Jezamina stepped off the path to find the cyrolus, another flower with orange petals that looked like fire. She couldn’t decide between the two which one was her favorite. The pentias offered a sweet, fresh fragrance, while the cyrolus diffused a touch of spiciness that tantalized her senses.

A sudden gust of wind whipped across the grassy area where the flowers grew. She almost lost the plants. She squeezed them tighter in her hand and felt the stickiness of the stems on her fingers. Jezamina had a feeling she needed to hurry. She worked her way back to the path but hesitated when the pattern in the ferns seemed different than she remembered.

Is this where she came from? She stepped to the left. Two narrow paths. Which one did she take?

She cursed herself for not paying attention. Jezamina tilted her ear upward and listened for the river. She picked up the sound of the water and calculated her whereabouts. Turning in the opposite direction, she crossed over the narrow path by the ferns. Up ahead was the tree she had hidden behind.

The rocks in the hillside changed. She examined the ground. The flattened grass proved she had been there minutes before. But where was the opening to the cave? Jezamina looked closer. Moss grew in between the nooks, filling in the cracks. The vines running down the rock had shifted. She pushed them aside and found the entrance.

“Stay away.” The wind inside the cave carried the words like a whisper in her ear.

She wanted to place the plants into the cave. The fear of getting trapped kept her at a distance; now she wasn’t sure if she could even fit through the opening.

From the other world, the cave in the cliff near Sam’s cabin hadn’t been there before. Every day she walked up the bluff and watched the eagle fly above the rock wall. Not once had she seen the opening. Walt knew it was there, recognizing it from his dream and pointed it out to her. The portal had opened for her through him. And now that she arrived, it made sense that the opening would close.

She examined the hillside. The hole hadn’t been large, just enough for her to pass through. Now the portal began to squeeze in. Damp, musty air filtered out as if it were giving a last breath.

Thinking fast, she snapped off a thin, straight branch from a nearby bush. She then placed the queeno plant into the cracked rock and poked it through with the stick. She did the same with the flowers, unsure if they’d make it through. The wall pressed in, locking the stick between the rocks.

Jezamina stepped back as the moss moved like fingers over the crack, covering it completely until no trace of the cave remained. She raised her head to the sky.

“Please,” she said. “Please give Walt some peace of mind.”

The wind kicked up as if acknowledging her request. Goosebumps layered across her bare skin. Jezamina hugged herself as the massive rock groaned. With the portal closed, the other world was gone.

She’d done her best to let Walt know she made it to Dusken.

Jezamina walked away from the rocks to the path. Now she could refocus.

Her anticipation at seeing Jezero grew as she made her way around the hill to the trail that led up the steep incline. She climbed to the top, loving how the soft soil cushioned her steps.

At the cliff’s peak, Jezamina stopped to catch her breath. A muffled voice cried out. Was it from the other side of the hill? She kept still to listen again for the sound. The earth rumbled under her feet. The wind blew and caused the surrounding tree limbs to moan from its strength before dying down.

She must have been hearing things.

Her stomach growled. She veered off the path and picked a few berries to eat, then continued into the valley, enjoying the juicy, sweet bites.

Watch out for the traps.

Jezamina slowed her pace and checked for signs of leather or vines within the brush along the path. Jezero and his men had placed numerous traps around Dusken to prevent the Morlorns from getting too close to the ledge. They would always point them out to her, making sure she recognized what to look for and how to avoid them. She found two, ready to catch the next intruder.

She chuckled. Now wasn’t the time for the men to find her, hanging upside down and naked from the trees.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


::: Jezamina :::

The Cave
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Walt winced. A sharp pain bolted across the top of his head to the back of his neck. He rolled up to a sitting position and touched his forehead. A goose egg had formed from when he hit the stalactite. That he remembered but not much else as he sat in total darkness.

Gaining his bearings, he kept his hands to the ground. Small clusters of rock tumbled as he slid his palms out from his sides to figure out where he was sitting. He scraped a wall with his right hand, the other swiped air. He was on the ledge.

The cave. His memory flooded back.

“Jessie?” His heart raced as he shifted, sitting more upright. Walt blinked to focus. His voice cracked. “Where are you?”

The silence hurt his ears as he waited to hear any type of movement or for her to say she was okay. When he listened closer, he heard water trickling to his right. He shuffled to his knees and stirred the dirt underneath him. Walt sneezed, and the sound echoed tenfold. Jessie would have heard the noise if she were in the cave. She wouldn’t leave him there alone, yet he sensed no one else was around.

Walt turned to find the entrance behind him. The opening where they came in was wider than he remembered. He made his way out. The sun hurt his eyes as he adjusted to the light. Stepping away from the cliff, he walked through the snow but stopped.

An eeriness crept through him. Their footprints running to the cave were no longer there. Literally gone. Looking down, he stepped to the side and watched as his boots dented the snow. He traced his prints from the cliff to where he stood. If Jessie left the cave, her tracks would be in the snow as well. She was still inside!

Walt ran back to the cliff as the ground underneath him rumbled. He pressed his hands against the rock and couldn’t find the opening to the cave. This is where he’d come out.

“I believe you, Jessie. I believe you!”

The eagle called out, flying near the rock wall, as if scolding him. Jessie had found her dream.

“Not yet!” He glared at the eagle. “I didn’t get to say goodbye. Please. I’ll do anything.”

Another rumble and then a loud crack. Rock fell from the cliff. Walt scrambled to get away. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw another entrance into the cave. He ran for it and slid through the opening.

Once inside, he stood in the dark. Panic crept through his normal confidence. His back ached from being tense, ready for flight. He couldn’t stay in there forever. He had to leave. With her.

“Jessie,” he said with more authority. “Make a noise.”

Walt rubbed his face, careful to avoid the bump on his forehead. He stuck his index finger into one ear, wiggled it around, and then did the same to the other side as if it would help him hear better. Still no movement, no voice.

Why couldn’t she have just gone home with him instead of being so damn stubborn? He scanned the darkness and felt as if he had been swallowed by the earth. He wanted out of the cave.

Son of a bitch.

She believed that she’d get back to Dusken. Another fucking world. Yes, there may have been signs. He was close to believing her. The scars on her back weren’t there before she was placed in the coma. When she woke, the confidence in her look and the way she held herself wasn’t what a normal person would show or feel when waking. For God’s sake, she had just saved a bunch of kids from a fire. Walt shook his head. It didn’t matter.

Twisting around, he crawled on all fours while patting the ground as he moved forward. Every so often, he glanced back to keep the entrance in sight.

No one understood how much he loved her. He had to find Jessie. He could never replace her with anyone else. Not after what they’d been through.

The scattered rocks jabbed into his palms and knees. The cold, damp dirt clung to his hands as he moved forward. He coughed as the dust kicked up. He lost the entrance.

Walt needed air. The darkness was too confining. He moved faster while sweeping the ground with his hands for Jessie while looking for any light to get him the hell out of there.

What would happen if he got lost? No one would know to look for him in Wisconsin. If Jessie had vanished, they’d know he’d go after her. They would wait for his call.

A sob escaped his lips. This cave might be his grave.

Walt had been in worse situations in the boardroom. He manipulated people. Connived. His energy went into Arbol Publishing, the family business. He’d leave it all for Jessie.

“Breathe in.” He sucked in a deep breath. “Let it out.” He exhaled and then coughed. “Again.”

Stress management. Get that oxygen up into the brain.

He repeated the words over and over to keep calm. His hand scraped against rock. Walt patted around, finding larger rocks on the ground, and then he hit the wall. His one option was to follow it around and hope for the best.

Where in the fuck is the entrance?

He hated being disoriented.

Walt stayed on his knees and crawled forward with one hand on the wall to guide him.

Why hadn’t he listened? Jessie had warned him about the stalactite when they first entered the cave, but he hit it straight on—too focused on her instead of his surroundings. He’d fallen and bounced his head off the ground.

Walt massaged his neck, remembering the snap. As he did, he glanced back over his shoulder.

Was that light?

Follow the wall or the light? He readjusted his position but kept his hand on the wall. He squinted toward what he thought was sunshine appearing between two rocks. That slight beam might be the closest thing he’d find to escape the hellhole he was in. Walt wanted to run for it.

Don’t do it.

What if the sunlight goes away?

Stretching his other hand out, he felt the air in front of him. His knuckles hit more rock. Taking it an inch at a time, he stayed in line with the wall as it curved and continued toward the light. That was good.

His hand landed on something. Walt cringed, hoping it wasn’t a dead animal. He poked it with his fingers. A clump of clothes. A jacket. Pants. They weren’t wet or damp. He found a shirt with tiny buttons in the front. A Henley. Jessie had been wearing one that morning. Walt brought the ribbed shirt up to his face and inhaled. Her sweet scent filled his nose, and he brought it in closer. Like a baby, he snuggled into the rough fabric.

His head popped up. Why wasn’t she wearing her clothes?

He hissed out a breath. If she made it to Dusken, she wouldn’t need or want anything from her life with him.

“Fuck.” The word echoed off the cave walls.

Walt’s insides seized up.

A sign?

Stunned, an overwhelming feeling of loss filled his soul as realization hit. It didn’t make sense. How could someone disappear into another world?

Was he going crazy?

If she was really gone that meant she was in Dusken, without her clothes. He would be staying behind. Alone. How in the hell was he going to explain this to the media? To his folks?

He pictured his mother, all smug with her nose tilted upward in that “see, I told you so” look. She wouldn’t say it, but her overpowering silence would declare that she had been right. He heard her voice. “It was only a matter of time before Jessie would leave. The girl was never right for you.”

The floor under Walt’s legs vibrated. Tiny rocks tumbled down from the ceiling and walls. He covered his head as they pelted him, one hitting his ear and then bouncing off his shoulder. When all came to a stop, he uncovered his head.

Walt tucked Jessie’s clothes under his one arm and hugged them tight. A wave of her scent mixed with something else. A little smoke? He assumed from the cabin. She had tossed more wood into the fireplace, arranging the logs to make sure the fire kept the place heated until their return. Or his return. Had she known?

The ground rumbled again. The walls shook from the floor up. They moaned as if moving. Walt caught his breath. Thoughts of getting hit by another rock flashed in his head, making him duck. He used Jessie’s clothes to protect his head. The rumbling grew stronger. A larger rock fell near his side and he jumped. His legs didn’t want to work, and he stumbled as one foot tripped over the other. Walt scrambled back up and braced himself. The rumbling stopped.

A light appeared over to the side. If he could just get to—

His hands were free. He’d lost her clothes.

Walt felt around for the wall and found it. His hand came to a pocket—or shelf—and he touched something. A fuzzy plant with dirt clinging to its roots. Fresh, moist dirt. He sniffed the leaves and jerked back at the terrible smell. Feeling the area again, he discovered two more plants—no, flowers. The petals were soft to touch. One smelled sweet and the other like spice, almost like—

Oh my god!

Walt clutched all three to his chest. Queeno. Pentias. Cyrolus.

“Jessie,” he whispered. His heart sank.

She’d given him a sign.

“I can’t lose you,” he sobbed. “You can’t leave me here alone.”

Another rumble. Walt jerked back as the cave seemed angrier, like he wasn’t supposed to be in there. A long, narrow light flickered at his side, catching his attention. The entrance.

Walt wasn’t taking any chances. He flew into action.
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::: Jezamina :::

Dusken
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Jezamina stumbled over a root. The land shook below her, a low rumble like an earthquake. She glanced back. Was the inside of the cave closing in? Another wave hit and she crouched down, keeping her hand on the ground for balance. The trees swayed. The nearby birds squawked in protest and flew out from their perches. She waited until all was settled before standing again. Something told her that the cave was no longer there.

Walking the path was tedious and slow. She found remnants of a trap and stepped around it with care. Luckily, no signs of a body. The paths forked. Three times she had to retrace her steps, hoping that she was going the right way. As Aresen had taught her, she placed markers in the trees to make sure she didn’t travel the wrong way again.

She stopped when she reached the trail between the two ridges. This wasn’t the way to the ledge. She must have taken a wrong turn. Closing her eyes, Jezamina tilted her head downward to concentrate, remember. Raine took her through the woods, teaching her about the surrounding plants and explaining which ones were edible, which ones were poisonous, and those to pick for medicine. She’d enjoy the forest, admiring the brilliant colors, but she never searched for landmarks to help navigate her way around Dusken.

Should she turn back?

No. The area was familiar. She had to be getting closer to the ledge.

Her thigh twitched. She rubbed her leg where the scar from falling through the stairs in the fire at the farmhouse had left its imprint. Phantom pains or a reminder of her journey when she first arrived in Dusken and had to heal from her wounds.

She stared at the fallen tree with the pentias flowers fluttering their bright colors in the breeze—the look familiar. This was the place where Raine had made her stop to rest during one of her lessons. At the time, her leg had just healed and was too tender to touch. The medicine man had pinched a few of the leaves from a plant and had her rip the leaves until her hands turned green. He then had her brush her hands over her thigh. Within minutes, the pain dissipated, allowing her to walk all the way to the ledge without another episode.

Jezamina turned down the path on the right. Her thoughts went back to the hospital when she woke from the coma with all the media vying for her attention. She was known as the woman who became a hero by saving the kids from a fire. The woman who was supposed to marry Walt Arbol, Jr., the prominent son and heir to Arbol Publishing. And now, the woman who had vanished into thin air, never to be seen or heard from again. Just like Jezero. He had done the same and disappeared from the other world without a trace.

How was he going to feel about her returning? His men? She wondered again if they would be happy to see her. Or not.

Would Jezero still love her? Jezamina shook her head to banish the thought. Her bond with him was unbreakable. They exchanged vows to each other. Their commitment of being mates—even if something happened to one of them.

She shook her hands to free the anxiety building inside her. Nerves and doubts played against the unknown. Her stomach tightened. She couldn’t stand the thought of losing any of them. She almost lost Jezero and his men once before, when she ran away after being rejected by the villagers, who thought she had caused the Morlorn attacks on their villages, until Drago, the older doyen, blessed her and put a stop to it.

Jezamina’s toe slammed into a rock that jutted from the path. She swore and pressed her toe into the ground to release the pain.

Pay attention.

She came to a small clearing where the plants were thick and rose to her waist. She walked along the edge of the patch, knowing she’d been there many times before. Her steps lightened. The fresh scent of water teased her senses when she turned into the forest again. Jezamina continued to walk with the anticipation of hearing water rushing. She smiled when it came.

The waterfalls. Her first luxury in Dusken.

She loved the pool where they bathed in solitude. How nice it would be to clean herself of the dust and dirt from the cave. Jezamina picked up her pace. The path forked and she remembered to take the one to her left. If she continued to the right, she would have been at the tiered waterfalls, farther up the river, a favorite spot to sit and watch the water dance over the rocks and spray the air with a cool, light mist. Maybe later.

A bath sounded better. Start fresh. Let the water relieve her anxiety.

Jezamina stopped when the trees opened to the water’s edge. A crystal blue lagoon waited for her. Large rocks formed a wall on one side, separating the pool of water from the river. She looked to the perfect blue sky and then to the dense trees and the many flowers surrounding the area. All the beauty popped like an orchestrated dance, as it had the first time Jezero brought her here.

She walked across the soft grass, loving the feel of the blades tickling her feet. She came to the sandy beach and let the tiny waves lap against her toes. The temperature was perfect—not cold but still refreshing. She waded up to her thighs and then dove in. All sounds turned to a lull as the lagoon embraced her in a welcoming hug. Jezamina swam into the deeper area where the water turned colder. She then stopped and pushed against the rocks that replaced the sandy bottom to come up for air.

“Heaven. Heaven. Heaven,” she sang after breaking the surface.

Jezamina dipped her head under the water again and then popped up so her long hair flowed behind her, away from her face. She smiled and lifted her head to the sun. The stress of the other world was gone. She swam over to the little nook in the rocks where they kept the three crystals for washing themselves. Taking two of them, she rubbed the rocks in her hands until the lather began to build. The first time she had used the natural soaps, Jezero wasn’t happy when she dropped one in the water. The crystals weren’t easy to come by. It took practice for her to get them to work. After time, she managed to perfect the art and keep them in her hands.

As she scrubbed, Jezamina took her time cleaning every inch of her skin, every crevice. She scrubbed her scalp and then made sure the lather cleaned her blonde, layered tresses. She dunked into the water to rinse when finished. All traces of the other world disappeared in the current to the river. What better way to see Jezero again—clean and fresh.

“I miss watching you bathe.”

Jezamina jerked, startled by the rich, deep voice. Her head went under, and she quickly came up again. Wiping her eyes, she scanned the rocks above.

Where is he?

Her breath caught in her throat. Her heart pounded.

Swimming to a different spot, she was able to see the edge of the rocks above her without the blinding sun in her eyes. Jezero lay on his stomach with his chin resting on his hands. He seemed relaxed as if he’d been watching her for a while.

“Jezero!”

If she knew how to leap out of the water, Jezamina would have reached up and pulled him in. She continued to paddle her arms and legs to stay afloat while she took in his brown eyes, his perfect smile, and the curly black hair that framed his face. His beard was longer than normal but still trimmed close to his neck.

Her mouth stayed open, still in awe that he was there, above her. Her throat choked with emotion, rendering her unable to say any words. Too many days had separated them, leaving her in misery. Those days seemed like an eternity. But now that she was looking into his eyes, the time seemed distant, a trace of memory.

She waited, anxious to know his feelings. If he was as overjoyed at seeing her as she was with him. He continued to stare at her. She wanted to burst.

“Aren’t you happy to see me?” Jezamina raised an eyebrow and moved her head to note the distance between them.

“You couldn’t be more wrong.” Jezero lifted himself from the edge of the rocks and shed his clothes. He fell into the water with an ungraceful splash.

She laughed and found his arms as he came up from his fall. The water glistened on his face as she guided him toward her. Their eyes locked. Jezamina clung to him, one hand on his bicep and the other treaded water. Words were unnecessary. They spoke joy, relief, and love through their eyes and their touch. Her heart pounded with desire as he squeezed her waist and then moved his hands over her hips. Her insides tingled. How many times had she ached for his touch? She shivered with delight.

Jezero pulled her lower half closer to his body. She wrapped her legs around him, making it easier for her to stay above water. He then cupped her face in his hands. His thumbs caressed her cheeks as he smiled in relief. Leaning in, he kissed her. Softly at first and then with a fervor that spoke of how much he missed her. Jezamina greeted his kisses with the same need. When she pulled away, the tears fell from her eyes and rolled down her cheeks. He brushed them away.

“Jezero,” she cried in relief. “I was so afraid.” Her hand came up to stroke his beard. He winced. She frowned and pulled back. “What?”

“Nothing,” he said, as if to brush it away.

She shifted her head back to see better. Careful to move the short bristles away from his skin, she found the gash under his jawline. She gasped. “You’re hurt.”

“It’s almost healed.” Jezero took her hand and pulled it away, down to his chest. “My wound doesn’t matter. You’re here now. All my pain is gone.”

Jezamina kissed his fingers and smiled. “And so is mine. We’re together again.”

“Finally,” Jezero said as he expelled his relief. He lowered his head, pulling her into another kiss.

She welcomed the slow, deliberate flicks of his tongue as he teased her in a dance of desire. His hands slid down to cup her backside, pulling her close. A moan caught in his throat as he wanted more. She felt him grow between her legs, pressing against her softness. Her longing for him stirred as well.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” he said and stared at her as if still in shock. He kissed her again.

“You didn’t think I would come?” she asked, surprised that he had his doubts too.

“I only hoped. The calling can be unkind at times.” He looked away.

Her heart dropped. She sensed he wasn’t telling her something. Her stomach tightened. “Jezero, what is it?”

“Let’s not talk about it now,” he said. When she was about to probe for more answers, he placed his finger over her mouth. “Later. Now, we need to celebrate.”

He pulled on her hair until her lips rose and parted for another kiss. Jezamina melted into him. All thoughts were now wanting him inside her. Yes, they would have time to talk. Time to worry. Time to battle. Later.

As if reading her mind, Jezero pulled her down with him. The water lapped around his back as they swam to the shore and made it halfway on the beach where they stopped. She straddled his front side while leaning forward, her hands and knees in the water. He played with her breasts, rising, so his tongue licked her nipples. Jezamina moaned. Heat from his touch pulsated across her front side and then down to her belly and between her legs. She was open, ready. Her head went down and her hair fell forward, covering her face.

Jezero’s hardness pulsed against her backside. Readjusting, she scooted down and then lowered herself onto him. She kept her eyes closed as she used her other senses to enjoy him inside her.

Their lovemaking was real, not a dream.

The connection between them ran through her like the forest, bursting with color. They became one again as she rocked, her hips moving with his. Jezero’s moans increased to short gasps. She opened her eyes to watch him, loving how the lines around his eyes softened. His black eyelashes fluttered, but he kept his eyes closed as he enjoyed the moment. His mouth opened so the tips of his white, perfect teeth contrasted against the dark beard covering his lower face. Most of the time, Jezero was a warrior, aware and always protective. Now, she loved seeing his passionate side open to her, giving her the gift of unguarded love.

When she felt he was close to coming, he stopped. In one
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