
  
    
      
    
  


  
     


    Lust Born


     


    by


     


    Jacquie Underdown


     

  


  
     


    Lust Born


    Copyright © 2015, Jacquie Underdown


    ISBN: 9781940744933


    Publisher: Beachwalk Press, Inc.


    Electronic Publication: October 2015


    Editor: Kelly Anderson


    Cover: Fantasia Frog Designs


     


    eBooks are not transferable. No part of this book may be used or reproduced without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations in articles and reviews.


     


    This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously.


     

  


  
     


    Back Cover Copy


     


    When destiny knocks, do you invite it in?


    When a spell book lands on Ariana’s doorstep, her world is thrown into turmoil. That’s nothing new for her, except this time it involves bizarre and terrifying creatures who attempt to kill her. Then there’s the little fact that she now has the ability to perform magic.


    Hadeon is another new addition in her life. He happened to drop in at the same time the spell book appeared. He’s dark, sexy, and alpha as hell, and Ariana doesn’t know if she wants to kill him or love him.


    But all this chaos is nothing compared to what destiny has in store for her. A future is promised of royalty and immense power, palaces and undying love. But hers is a destiny that is not easily won. She will have to fight to the death against those who want to take it all for themselves. And when the real battle begins, just who the true enemy is will surprise everyone.
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    Chapter 1


     


    Ariana flinches when a heavy knock sounds at her front door. She knows who it will be and the rumbling of nerves in her belly entices her to ignore him. The knock beats again, echoing through her apartment like loud drums of warning, and she groans, knowing that she is going to have to face him sooner or later. Ariana rushes to the door, opens it wide, and is met by the enormous barrel chest of her landlord.


    Her head tilts back until she meets his angry glare, and she gulps. “I’ll have the money by tomorrow morning. I promise.”


    Her landlord crosses his thick arms and narrows his gray eyes further. “Not. Good. Enough.” His voice is deep and gruff.


    Ariana’s heart beats faster. Her breathing quickens. “I know. I know. But I’m good for it. I promise with the tips I earn tonight, I’ll have the full rent money by tomorrow morning.” She holds her finger up, runs back inside to her kitchen table, grabs her purse, and pulls out this month’s rent minus the eighty dollars she hopes like hell she’ll make tonight.


    Back at the door, she thrusts the cash into her landlord’s huge palm. “Here. See. That’s almost all of it.”


    After counting the money, he crunches the dollars in his fist and shoves it into his pocket. “I told you last time—no more chances.”


    “I know,” she says, trying hard to hide the cracking of her voice. Her lips are trembling. Damn lips. She can’t lose this apartment. Despite its tiny size and her stark, scrappy possessions arranged throughout, she has made it her home. The first real home she has ever had. This is the one thing in her life that is stable. The only place she feels she belongs. “Please. I’ll have the rest to you tomorrow morning. Please.” She hates to beg, but some things are worth humiliating herself over.


    Her landlord releases a long, agitated breath. Jaw tight, he says, “Tomorrow morning. By nine AM. Or you’re out. You hear me?”


    She nods.


    “Because, by God, I’ll not be putting up with your tardiness anymore. I don’t care if you have nowhere else to go. I don’t care if you end up on the streets. I don’t fucking care. You get that?”


    Again she nods.


    He smacks his palm against the doorframe. The sound makes Ariana flinch. He all but growls at her like a dog before he spins and marches away, yelling over his shoulder as he does, “Nine AM tomorrow or you’re outta here.”


    Ariana shuts the door with a shaking hand and leans back against it. As she looks around at her modest home, she sighs with relief. She has bought herself some more time. More time is all she needs.


    Her wristwatch beeps in the silence to notify the new hour. She looks down at the time. Five o’clock.


    “Shit,” she hisses and jogs toward her bedroom to get ready. She has half an hour before her shift starts.


    Fifteen minutes later, with just enough time left to walk the ten minutes to work—if she walks super-fast—Ariana swings the front door open. The late afternoon sunlight, pink and gold, spills across her apartment, caressing the dying day’s warmth into her skin. A current of cars blow past, rumbling and whooshing in an unbroken stream, leaving their dusty, acrid plumes in the air.


    Stepping onto the landing, her three-inch heel finds an uneven surface. Ariana’s arms fling out to find purchase as she stumbles, but there is nothing to clutch. Pain gouges her ankle as it rolls with a crunch. Her knees collapse and gravity sinks its claws into her shoulders and drags her down, her ass smacking as it collides with the cold, concrete step.


    Mother fuc…


    She bites her lip, breathing deeply through her nose. “Ow!”


    Reaching to sooth her throbbing ankle with a gentle rub, she spies the offender—a brown paper package. Ariana grips the heavy parcel. Her name is scrawled in big, black letters across the label. She purses her lips and flips the package over. No return address, no other markings.


    Using the door handle for leverage, Ariana eases from the ground, placing pressure on her good leg. She groans like an old woman easing a timeworn body from her sick bed. Hot with frustration, chest squeezing, she pitches the package inside her apartment and slams the door behind her before hobbling off down the street.


    * * * *


    Nearing the end of her shift, Ariana curses under her breath as she limps while carrying a tray of bourbon mixers to a table of burly, straight-faced men. Her ankle is hot and puffy with deep purple violets blooming across the flesh. Tears swim with every bumpy step.


    At the table, she plunks the tray down with a loud cry, slops of liquid spilling over the glasses. The strobe lighting flickering from the dance floor doesn’t help the reeling and growing nausea, nor does the strong scent of cologne and stale alcohol. She lowers her head, sucks air between her teeth, and rests both hands against the table to take the pressure off her ankle.


    A tall man stands and holds her steady with an arm around her waist, the other on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”


    She takes deep breaths and wills the throbbing, which beats all the way up her leg, to dissipate and the dizziness to subside. When the agony morphs to a dull ache and the world straightens, she lifts her head. The table of ten, all dark haired with dark brown eyes, are looking at her with stern brows.


    Tough crowd. “I’m fine.” Ariana presses her foot to the floor. Pain smashes her like a knuckle-dustered fist, and she winces. “No. I’m not.”


    A towering, more brutish male with tight biceps and broad shoulders rushes to her side. He slides a hand around her back, the other under her legs, scoops her into his arms, and sits her down.


    For a moment, Ariana stares. Not because he’s handsome, because that’s not the case. No way can he be called handsome. But he has appeal: a primal, beastly quality. Thick, dark brown, almost black, hair hangs around his neck and face. Coarse black stubble covers a strong, square jaw. His nose is long and a little crooked—been broken once or twice.


    Kneeling on the sticky floor, he lifts her foot onto his strong thigh. Ariana tugs down her rucked short skirt as he rolls her leg from one side to the next between his enormous, gentle hands. His dark brown gaze rests on her face and he grimaces.


    “You shouldn’t be walking on this,” he says with a deep, harsh tone as he takes her stiletto off. He holds the shoe in the air. “And you shouldn’t be wearing these fucking things.”


    Of course she shouldn’t be walking on her ankle. She would love nothing more than to be resting back on her couch at home, watching the television, heelless. But that doesn’t pay the rent. Work does.


    Ariana grips the side of the leather booth. Her first instinct is to stand, but she stops herself; she can’t place pressure on that ankle again regardless of his arrogance pushing her away. She flicks away strands of hair that have fallen across her sweat-sheened forehead and offers a scowl, just as transparent as his. “You gonna pay my rent?”


    “No.”


    “Then don’t tell me what I should and shouldn’t be doing.” With a split-second thought, she berates herself for reacting so harshly, but some people, this man included, underestimate what it takes to be a self-reliant nineteen-year-old girl. “I’m fine,” she says more gently. “If you could help me over to the bar.”


    He slips her shoe back on and places her foot to the floor.


    She gasps. “No! Take the shoe off again. Please.” Tears wet her cheeks.


    He slides off the stiletto and frowns with his long, full lips. “Now what?”


    Ariana peers around the darkened space. Unnatural rainbow lights pulse in time with the music. Her stomach churns. Acid finds her throat and she has to swallow hard to keep it down.


    “Um, my boss Johnno—he’s the big guy behind the bar—can you tell him what’s happened please?” She drops her head into her hands and mumbles, “He’s going to lose it.” Because she promised him she’d be able to manage this shift, sprained ankle or not.


    “Then I’m driving you home.”


    She lifts her head and holds her hands up. “Oh no, buddy. Not so quick. You aren’t taking me anywhere.”


    He lowers his coarse brows and narrows his eyes. “What are your other options?”


    Ariana glances around at the thriving bodies—hot, sweaty guys and girls, laughing, chatting, groping, and dancing. She doesn’t know any of them on a personal level, not enough to ask them for help anyway. And Johnno is not going to drop everything to drive her home.


    Ariana blows out a long breath and assesses the height and breadth of the brawn in front of her. Two Tasers would be needed to shut down someone his size, and she only owns one. She shakes her head, pushes against the booth, and heaves herself into a standing position. As the blood rushes to her ankle again, the throbbing re-ignites, but she breathes through it.


    “I appreciate your help, ah…”


    “Hadeon,” he says.


    “Hadeon,” she repeats, distracted from her pain by the way his name slides across her tongue, teasing. “I’m—”


    “Ariana,” he says.


    She nods. “Yeah. How’d you know?”


    “I just know.”


    Wary now, she watches him closely as she says, “Okay. Well, as I was saying, I appreciate your offer, but I think I’m just going to catch a cab home.”


    Hadeon nods and takes his seat again. “Suit yourself.”


    * * * *


    The taxi ride home is torture. Each bump in the road amplifies a thousand times in Ariana’s ankle. By the time she arrives at her house and manages to half-jump, half-limp with one shoe off into her apartment and fall onto the couch, she’s crying.


    She grabs a couch pillow from behind her back and stuffs it against the opposite armrest, slides off her remaining heel, and groans as she rests her ankle on the pillow. Black smudges and blue smears have stained her skin, competing with the swelling. The damage looks so much worse than she realized. Perhaps broken.


    Her heart thrums and that familiar stressful ache settles in the muscles between her shoulder blades. No way can she afford to take time off work, nor can she pay expensive medical bills if she has to get a cast. Especially after she had to use the last of her grocery money paying for the taxi home. She fluffs another couch pillow, places it behind her, and lies back, huffing.


    But something sharp jabs into her ribs. She rolls to the side, careful not to disturb her ankle. She digs behind her back and pulls out a brown paper package. She’d forgotten about this heavy little troublemaker and, looking at it again, all the resentment she felt for this unwanted parcel returns. Her first instinct is to pitch it across the room, but a restrained band of inquisitiveness twangs and stalls her.


    Ariana sets the package on her stomach and tears at the paper until her fingers touch something smooth.


    She pulls out the contents.


    A book.


    She sits up and lowers the book onto her lap. The scent of honey, old leather, and time, drifts around her. The cover is worn black leather with a pink-painted enamel cherry blossom pushed into it.


    She opens to the first fusty, yellow page.


    It reads Spells and Such.


    The name is intriguing—the type of book she’d want to read and lose herself in. A smile creeps onto her lips, her dislike for this tripping hazard fading. Each embossed black letter of the title is entwined with twisted limbs, ripe buds and flowers of a cherry blossom tree painted with wishy-washy colors and brushstrokes reminiscent of ancient Japanese artwork.


    She giggles. “What the hell? Who would give me this?”


    Ariana flips to the next page.


    Blank.


    She turns to the next page, the next, and the next—all blank.


    And then the most beautiful image slams her in the face and she gasps. Unfurling in the forefront is a field of white grass, as though a winter frost has kissed each individual blade. It shimmers so brightly it almost burns her eyes to gaze upon it. Nestling within the grass are speckled flowers and plants of blood red, dark eggplant, vintage green, pale blue, and marbled with gold and silver. All are luminescent and lush. Unique varieties she has never before seen. Her chest heaves with a yearning to experience such dizzying loveliness.


    A glowing gold pathway, crossing a moat of liquid silver, slices across the landscape and wends toward the grand front door of a palace. The palace is ethereal with shimmering pale pink and mother-of-pearl towers, tall spires, alcoves, and archways. So imposing as it soars into the sky. A sky shaded with crimsons and purples, hanging with puffy clouds of fairy-floss pink.


    The picture is bright, slick, and textured like an oil painting. She runs her fingertips across the surface of the page—silky smooth. Ariana’s heart squeezes. Tears swell and dribble down her cheeks, but she palms them away and continues to stare.


    “What is this?” Her voice is loud against the silence of the room.


    “Aaaaa-nnnn-ssss,” hisses in the air around her.


    Ariana’s heart punches blunt blows to her ribcage. Did she really hear that? She shakes her head and listens harder. Soft, so soft is another rustling whisper then the voice fades to silence.


    She flops back against the pillow, places an arm over her forehead, and takes a few calming breaths. I’m delirious. Her ankle is choking her with pain, and she wishes she’d grabbed a painkiller or two from the kitchen before she lied down. But there’s no standing up again now, not a chance.


    “Aaaa-rrrrr-iiii-aaaa-nnnn-aaaa.” Another whisper in her ear.


    She sits bolt upright, jolting her ankle. The book falls to the floor. Pain beats hard and she groans. Blinking back tears, she searches the room.


    No one.


    Nothing.


    Yep, definitely delirious, and the aching in her ankle is so severe there’s no doubting it’s broken. She sniffles, rubs the tears from her cheeks and nose, and settles back against the pillows. She is going to need a cast, but that will have to wait until tomorrow, along with the accompanying medical bills. Sleep is what she needs now. A good night’s sleep, then when she wakes, the pain will be less and her delirium will be gone. She hopes.


    Ariana rests her forearm over her eyes to block out the light and tries not to think. In times like this, now more than ever, she wishes she had parents, family, someone to help her out so she didn’t always have to deal with it all on her own. Someone to say Rest here until you get better. Don’t worry about work or money, I’ll help you out until you’re back on your feet.


    A sob falls from her lips and fills the silent space, because Ariana knows, and has learned, that no amount of wishing can ever change what was and what is. The only influence she has is about what will be. But even that seems an impossible task at times.

  


  
     


    Chapter 2


     


    The morning doesn’t bring the reprieve Ariana hoped for. She sits up, careful not to move her ankle too much. The swelling has increased and a stiffness has settled in. There is no way she can go to work tonight.


    Rent. Nine AM.


    Ariana smacks her forehead with her palm. She didn’t grab her tips before she left last night. Tears pool and fall down her cheeks.


    “God. Stupid book,” she growls to the quiet room as she spies Spells and Such open on the floor below the couch. She rolls, snatches it up off the ground, and rests it on her lap. Her heart thuds and she jerks as the pages stand on end and flutter in the air. She looks around for an open window, for a source of wind.


    My God, I’m still freakin’ delirious.


    But then the pages settle and staring up at her are the words Healing Spell. Pulse hammering, she twitches to throw the book away from her, but her curiosity is winning. She peers at the crudely drawn pictures on the page of a cracked skull and the various stages of healing until the bone is back to its original connected form.


    Under the pictures is a poem.


    Ariana smoothes out the pages with both hands, looks at the beautiful script of the poem, and reads it aloud. “Of love and life that burns within, use that flame to solder and mend. Make broken flesh and bones whole again.”


    Ariana’s chest burns with a warm, tingly feeling of wholeness. The sensation spreads and branches outward, prickling needles over her limbs, then surges toward her ankle like a gush of lava, fiery and fierce. She sucks air hard past her teeth when it reaches her ankle and turns the skin to blood red.


    Scorching sensations and an immense pressure floods the area as though her ankle is inflating to bursting point. She screams like a tortured lamb, high-pitched and ragged. She screams again and again. Agony grows until she feels like the flesh is melting from the bone and the bones are being crushed to flaky slivers. Her head reels. Starry lights shine behind her eyes and her vision fades. She plunges into thick, sticky blackness.


    * * * *


    The memory of agony greets Ariana before anything else. Her throat clenches tight as she opens her eyes and anticipates more pain. She sits up and all the blood rushes from her head, making her woozy.


    Ariana’s gaze flitters around the room, searching for one thing: Spells and Such. It has fallen to the floor again. Closed. She winces as she imagines the skin of her ankle shredded, bruised, and bloodstained. Digging deep for courage, she glances sidelong at her foot. She does a double-take, mouth falling open, and bursts into giggles. The bruising and swelling has subsided; a faint yellow tinge remains.


    “You’ve got to be shitting me. Really, really shitting me.” She rolls her ankle and is met with the smallest twinge of pain.


    She shakes her head. Shakes it again. “I…you…you’re shitting me.” She laughs and cries because of the relief, wonderment, and absurdity of the situation.


    But rationality sinks in. That familiar, always-talking voice in her mind yells Grow up! This is real life. There’s a plausible explanation for this. And in that mocking tone that sounds so much like her, Ha, miracles, foolish girl. You know where childish fantasies get you.


    Ariana frowns, gloom misting around her mind and diluting the heady buzz. She swings her legs off the couch and plants them on the timber floor. No pain. She increases pressure until she is standing upright. A tiny flicker of amazement seeps through again, tickling her belly and heart, but she zaps it like a mosquito and shuts down its annoying hum.


    “Quite obviously the swelling went down for…because…for whatever reason and…I don’t know,” she mumbles on her way to the shower.


    But Ariana can think of nothing but the spell book. Despite her determination to blow it off as something that has no magical merit, she can’t deny the miraculous recovery of her ankle. No doubt it was broken a moment ago. And now as she rolls and stretches her ankle under the water that tumbles down her body, it clearly is not. A fierce energy swells in her cells and scratches at her muscles, making them twitch. She can’t refute the spell book any longer; she is compelled to find it again.


    Ariana finishes her shower and dresses. She dries her hair, ties the long sable strands into a ponytail, and runs out to the living room. The book is on the floor beside the couch.


    Can she hear it beating in her ears like it has a heart of its own?


    She shakes her head. Don’t go getting delirious, Ariana. It’s a book. A freakin’ book.


    But the spell book stares at her and beckons a deeper place inside. She sits on the rug, her back against the couch, and reaches for it with tingling fingers. The book is warm in her hands as she places it on the coffee table.


    “Beautiful,” she whispers, eying the aged leather, and breathes in that old-book smell she adores. A smell that reminds her of ancient wisdom, preserved and cherished, like she used to find in the darkened back-sections of libraries. When she was younger, she would hide herself away in such places and delve into tales of magical lands and creatures: dragons and princesses, wicked witches and virile men on brave steeds.


    Ariana turns page after page, filled with weird pictures of plants and vines, spells claiming to create windstorms and make non-living things animate, potions using unknown flowers of bizarre hues, crazed dog-like creatures, and ghostly mists.


    “This is the stuff of fairy tales,” she says as she looks at the palace from the previous night. “A book of dreams.”


    Her cellphone dings with a message. She reads the screen.


    You’re late for work! Where are you?


    “Late?” She checks the time on her phone and gasps. It’s five-thirty in the afternoon. She must have been unconscious the entire day, not mere moments like she assumed.


    “Shit, shit, shit.” She slams the book shut, messages Johnno that she’s on her way, and scrambles to her bedroom to dress for work. On her way out the door, she checks for a notice from the landlord. When she doesn’t find one, she sighs with relief—he’s given her more time.


    * * * *


    Johnno meets Ariana in the staff locker room at the back of the bar. He hands her an envelope with last night’s tips. He never personally brings Ariana her tips and it makes her feel uneasy.


    Johnno crosses his arms over his chest and leans against the wall. “How’s the ankle?”


    She smiles and rolls it around. “Fine.”


    “It’s a miracle,” he says, dripping sarcasm.


    She shrugs a shoulder, trying to play it down. “Of sorts.”


    Johnno sighs. A deep crease sits between his brows. “I’m tired of the games, Ariana. You get carried out of here last night because you can’t even walk and then you turn up here tonight, an hour after your shift was supposed to start, miraculously healed.”


    “The swelling died down. It helped with the pain,” she says.


    Johnno snorts. “Yeah, right. Or you never had a sore ankle to start with. Quite a performance you put on last night.”


    She shakes her head. “It was real, I promise.”


    Johnno scoffs. “Oh, come on. I hope whatever it was that was more important than finishing your shift was worth it, because I’m letting you go. I don’t appreciate being lied to. And I won’t put up with my employees coming in late.”


    Ariana gapes. “You can’t be serious,” she says with jerky arm movements. “You’re firing me?”


    Johnno shrugs. “You’re a pretty girl. You’ll find another job soon enough.”


    Anger boils her blood and her body trembles. “Oh, that easy, eh? I’d like to see you try.”


    “You’ll be all right,” he says and turns to walk away.


    “You’ll be all right,” she repeats in a whiny sing-song tune. “Fuck you, Johnno!”


    He spins back to face her and smirks. “Here’s some advice—”


    Ariana slings her bag over her shoulder and slams the locker shut. “I don’t want your advice.” She flips him off and strides away, not looking back once.


    Ariana’s jaw clenches tight as she wanders along the dusky streets. Color billows across the sidewalk from the street lamps and window fronts, swathing her in gauzy light. People, busy to reach their destination, weave in and out. She lowers her head, hiding her moping frown.


    I can’t be losing my job right now. I can’t. Ariana breathes in and out angrily and quickens her strides. How dare Johnno make such assumptions? How dare he not even listen to her explanation? Yes, last night she had given him her word that she’d be able to finish the shift, but…


    “God damn him,” she growls under her breath, hands curling into tight fists. At least she got her tips and she can cover the rent. But not even that cheers her up because she knows, deep down, that she’s too late where that is concerned. An intense sinking feeling overcomes her, where she feels as though her head is slipping under a pool of mud and she may never be able to resurface.


    Ariana spins on her heel and marches back in the opposite direction toward a bar she is very familiar with.


    Inside, the music and chatter is loud enough in her ears to drown out the gloom and worry sliding in about her circumstances—her inability to get anywhere different, or reach higher heights. It seems, no matter how hard she tries, she is walking in circles, always ending up where she began.


    Ariana sidles up to the bar and asks the barmaid for Matt. The barmaid finds him at the opposite end of the bar, taps his shoulder and whispers in his ear. Matt spins and flashes an enormous smile. He has sandy-blond hair and is dressed in long black pants and a black t-shirt. She manages a strained smile back as he jogs over.


    “What’s the matter, sweetie?” he says, leaning across the bar and stroking loose strands of hair behind her ear.


    “Nothing,” she lies. “I just wanted to see you.” Her heart warms as she looks at his familiar face, reminding her just how glad she is to meet up with him.


    Ariana met Matt five years ago when they were both fostered by the same family. Because of their similar pasts—a childhood of abandonment and abuse—they formed a deep bond. A bond that has remained strong.


    Matt runs his tongue over his bottom lip. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”


    She shrugs and lowers her gaze. “I’ve been busy with work and stuff.”


    He grins wide. “Yeah, stuff. I know all about that.”


    “You don’t mind me dropping by, do you?”


    He slides his finger down her cheek and tilts her chin so she is looking into his green eyes. “Never,” he says, voice like gravel. “I knock-off early tonight. Let me get you a drink while you wait. Vodka?”


    Ariana smiles. “Thanks.”


    With her drink in hand, she finds a seat at a booth upstairs in a secluded corner of the club and waits. People laugh and dance and chatter around her. Seeing happy people induces an aching jealousy in her chest. They don’t realize how good they have it. She wonders if this is how it’s always going to be for her. A lifetime of struggle. This constant battle to get by makes her guts clench tight. For a young adult with no real education, no family, and no contacts, life’s a tough gig. And losing a job makes it even tougher.


    Damn Johnno.


    * * * *


    Midnight hasn’t arrived when Matt meets her. The many vodkas she’s drank are slipping through her veins and clouding her mind. Her shoulder brushes against his as he sits next to her, his green eyes already heavy-hooded with arousal.


    He gazes at her cleavage and bare thighs in her short skirt. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you all shift.”


    She smiles.


    “I’m glad you showed up.” He leans in and kisses the arch of her neck. His soft mouth and breath against her flesh are tingly and warms her cheeks. “It’s been too long,” he says in a deep, throaty voice.


    She drags her teeth over her bottom lip as a coil of lust unravels in her belly and ebbs and swells through her body. “It’s only been a few weeks,” she says, her words slightly slurred.


    Matt runs his tongue across her earlobe. His warm breath in her ear feels tickly sweet. “You looked so sad when you walked in.”


    Tears tighten her throat, but she swallows past them. She faces him and places a finger to his lips. “Shh. I really, really don’t want to talk.”


    He smiles and looks at her for a long, silent moment, his face drifting closer and mouth edging toward hers. This is how it is between them. He knows the rules. Sex with zero intimacy. Zero attachment. Zero chance of getting hurt. His lips press against hers, softly at first, then his tongue meets hers and the urgency grows.


    It’s all heat and groping hands, everything she needs to stir the lust that lives in her veins and cells like a life force—the one thing in her life she can count on to be there. He fists her hair with one hand, plants the other on her waist, and pulls her onto his lap. She straddles his hips, leans in, and kisses him.


    He’s so hard, his arousal pressing against his pants and nudging her inner thigh. It ignites the fuel further and sets her ablaze. She bucks, pushing down on that steely length, making him groan, and swirls her tongue deeper into his mouth, loving his liquor tinged taste and the heat from his body curling around her and pulling her closer to his chest.


    His hands slide down her ass, gather her skirt.


    She wants this. Needs this.


    Stoking this lust is like vitamin D or water, essential to life.


    Matt pulls the crotch of her panties to the side, glides a finger inside, and she gasps into his mouth.


    “You’re incredible,” he breathes, his lips still grazing hers. “Let’s go to my apartment.”


    She leans back, smiles down at him, and nods.


    They leave the bar and hail a cab once outside. After a short ride, they are at Matt’s apartment. He opens the front door and grips Ariana’s hand, pulling her inside. The inside isn’t glamorous. It’s small and drab.


    Ariana follows him down the short hall to his bedroom decorated in beige hues, dark panelled aged blinds, and a double bed with black bedding and sheets. She presses a hand to his chest and pushes him toward the bed until he falls against the mattress.


    A stabbing dissonance stirs inside as she watches him, his gaze roaming over the length of her body, anticipating. She fights the erotic urges with some level-headedness and the discord sharpens. It’s pointless—level-headedness never wins against desire. Never has. Sex is food for her soul; she needs it as much as she needs air.


    She slides her skirt down until it pools on the floor at her stilettoed feet, then pulls her shirt over her head and lets it drop to the carpet. With each discarded piece of clothing, she sheds more and more resistance until she is left standing in her black push-up bra and panties, aching to take things further. Circling, she offers him a view of every bare inch of her.


    Matt undresses quickly and sits back on the end of the bed. She loves how she has this power to turn his mind to mush and his dick to marble. Like a bright flame to a wick, his obvious arousal is what sparks her own.


    She unclasps her bra, exposing her breasts, her nipples hardening as the cool air suckles them. As she shimmies her panties down, Matt grins and rushes for her. He grips her bare hips and guides her back onto the mattress where they fall against each other in a tangle of arms, legs, and lips. He feeds on the sensitive flesh at the curve of her neck, her mouth, and her pebbled nipples like they are morsels of delicious treats until she is a writhing ball of lust beneath him. Her thoughts are so foggy with want and need that she is able to drown out her loneliness…and her past.


    That’s what she likes the most, how this sexual charge hides the emotions and hinders unwanted thoughts. It’s the only time she feels in alignment with who she is and who she wants to be. The only time she feels normal, wanted, and whole.


    She pushes Matt on his back and climbs on top, straddling his hips. She grabs a condom from the nightstand, tears the foil between her teeth, and rolls the rubber onto the hard length of him. Looking down at his face, she directs his cock to her entrance and lowers herself until he is buried inside.


    Matt’s eyes roll closed and he groans. “Oh fuck, Ariana.”


    She rocks against him, letting him slide out then hard into her again.


    “You feel so good,” he says, his voice hoarse.


    She moves faster, harder, taking herself to that place where she all but explodes around him. Taking him with her.


    Matt’s breathing comes quicker, harsher, as she rides him. Brilliant sensation pools between her thighs and tugs at her belly. Tingles of bliss surge to her limbs and make her head light.


    “Oh fuck, I’m going to come already,” he grunts, pushing up into her, meeting her every movement, forcing himself in deeper.


    This is how it works between them. They derive intense pleasure from one another, then go their separate ways until the next time. Nothing more.


    Matt shudders and groans. His hips jerk as he comes. Ariana continues to ride him until she clenches and ripples with her own release. Their bodies slow, she stops rocking, and rests on his chest. His breaths are heavy at her ear and she can feel his fast beating heart against her chest.


    His fingers trail up and down her naked back, and for a moment, it feels so right to be here in his arms, in his bed. Again that warm feeling in her heart swamps her chest.


    She sits up and climbs off him.


    “I better get going,” she says, collecting her scattered clothing from the floor.


    Matt smiles as he inclines up onto his elbows and looks at her. “Why the rush?”


    She shakes her head. “I…need to…”


    “Ariana, sit down,” he says, patting the bed beside him.


    Again she shakes her head. “No. I, ah, better get going.”


    “Sit,” he says more forcefully, but with a hint of his usual light heartedness.


    She sighs and takes a seat on the bed beside him. He sits up and kisses her shoulder. “Ariana, I’ve been wanting to say something for a while now.”


    She clenches her eyes shut, anticipating.


    His laughter fills the room. “Really? It’s not so bad.”


    She peels her eyes open and turns on the bed to face him. “Okay. I’m listening.” He does deserve more from her. “What do you want to say?”


    He smiles and runs a finger down her cheek. “I think we should stop this…arrangement.”


    Ariana’s body tenses. Her brows arch high. “What? Why? Have you met someone else?”


    “No. It’s not like that.”


    “Then what’s it like?”


    Again with a bashful smile. “I want a relationship with you. I want more than this. I want you full-time, every day, every night.”


    Ariana shakes her head and crawls backward from the bed. “No. No. We agreed. We agreed, Matt. No relationship. No…nothing more.”


    His lips droop into a frown. “I can’t help the way I feel about you. I think about you all the time. I. Want. You. All the time.”


    Her heart is so heavy in her chest. A strange tightness forms in her throat. She blinks to fight back tears. This is not what she wants to hear. Not from him. In a way, his willingness to take this arrangement to an emotional level is like a rejection, because she knows it’s not her he wants. It’s never her that any man wants. They want what she does to them, how she makes them feel.


    “I can’t do that,” she says, finding her panties and pulling them on.


    He’s standing now too. “Can’t we try? See how we go, and if it doesn’t work out then we’ll go back to our usual arrangement.”


    She shakes her head. Clips on her bra. “No, Matt. You’re my best friend. I like what we have going, but what you’re asking for, I can’t give it. You understand? I can’t.”


    Tears fall now because she knows that this between them is over. She won’t give herself and her heart away for something that Matt will believe is real, but she knows can never ever be anything even close to real. And what hurts the most is that she’ll never be able to explain to him why, because deep down, she doesn’t understand it herself. All she knows is that her fabric is different from other girls. And so far, these differences have proven to be a curse.


    Finding her skirt on the floor, she steps into it and pulls it up her legs. “I’m not good for you.”


    He grabs her arms and forces her to meet his gaze. “Shouldn’t I be the one to make up my own mind about that?”


    She pulls away from him. “No. Not in this case. Not with me.”


    Ariana picks up her shirt and puts it on. Next, she grabs her bag and heads to the door. She opens it, then looks back at Matt as he stands in the middle of the small room. His shoulders are hunched. His eyes are so sad.


    “It’s best if we don’t see each other again,” she says, trying hard to hide the tremble in her voice, and walks out the door.

  


  
     


    Chapter 3


     


    Ariana spent the entire day looking for work and avoiding the landlord after she shoved the remainder of her money under his door last night when she got home from Matt’s. After stopping by with her résumé at every bar within a twenty block radius from her apartment, she managed to find a job at a high-end club.


    Now, as she strides up to the entrance, her stomach tenses with nerves. She wears a long, blood-red dress, low-cut at the back and with a plunging neckline. She has dressed it up with white stilettos and her only sophisticated jewelry—a white faux-pearl necklace and earrings.


    Ariana pauses when she spies the man covering the front door. He’s familiar. As she moves closer, she realizes who he is. The guy who offered her a lift home when she sprained her ankle. Hadeon.


    He’s standing at the top of the stairs, along with another burly guy. They are dressed in black long-sleeved shirts and black pants, earpieces in. She looks at him for a moment, at his dark brown hair and eyes, and the couple of days of hard-earned stubble on his strong, square jaw. He is so tall and those shoulders are wide, tapering down to a tight waist.


    No, he’s not cute. Nor handsome. But her body is filling with desire and warming, because there is something so appealing about him. Something raw, dangerous, and animalistic.


    She shakes her head and frowns. Get a grip, Ariana.


    With shoulders squared and head held high, she strolls up the stairs and meets Hadeon’s glance. He doesn’t smile, nor show recognition.


    “Hi,” she says. “Remember me? Um…Ariana, from the bar on sixty-fourth street.”


    He nods, appraising her dress. “Ricardo mentioned you were starting here tonight. Follow me.”


    “Um, okay.”


    She trails behind him through the club that is designed with chandeliers, expensive prints, marble bar-tops, and vintage bottles of wine.


    Hadeon hands a card over his shoulder, not missing a stride. “As a staff member, I’m here for you as much as the patrons. If you need me at all, about anything, at any time, call me.”


    She snatches the card from between his fingers and places it down her bra, not that she intends on ever calling him.


    Ariana meets with the club owner, Ricardo, a twenty-something suit-wearing entrepreneur with the heavy backing of a rich bloodline. He’s tall with sun-bleached brown hair and silky chocolate eyes.


    He shakes her hand. “Nice to see you again,” he says with a thick Italian accent.


    “You too. And thank you for the opportunity to—”


    “Many high-wealth patrons frequent here. Your job is to give them everything they want and need.” He hesitates, grinning cheekily. “Within reason. You understand?”


    Ariana smiles. “Sure. I understand.”


    He offers a crooked smile as his gaze slips down her body, all the way to her ankles then back up to her face. “I think you’ll do well here.”


    She smiles and says, “Me too.”


    Ariana always finds the first shift somewhere the hardest—getting to know the other employees, learning her way around the layout and the needs-and-wants of new clientele. But waitressing, at its heart, is waitressing, no matter where she does it, and she falls into step.


    But during the night, Ariana notices Hadeon watching her. He’s such an enigma. She can’t place him. He emits a powerful energy, shadowy and lustful. The way his dark, dark eyes follow her as she laughs, converses and flirts with the patrons—all part of her job, and all things she does well—is disconcerting and at the same time, enthralling.


    At a table of four, she hands the men glasses of scotch. They thank her with polite smiles, but she is lost to the sensation that is creeping up from behind her. She turns in the direction this feeling is emanating from. There, in a darkened corner of the enormous room is Hadeon. He is standing on an elevated platform that offers a view of the entire floor area of the club, and her. His big hands are holding the balustrade while he watches her with a hard look.


    Ariana catches his eye and he holds her gaze. Energy pulses from him, reaching her from across the crowded, dim room. His energy caresses her, swallows her into the black, sexual mist. That glare reaches her in her center. That glare, as though he could fuck her to death and eat her remains, paints the insides of her thighs with slick desire. What the hell is that? She gasps, her stomach tugging low. How can he make her feel like she could come by a simple look?


    She tears her gaze away and squeezes her eyes shut. Doesn’t want to stop this interaction with him, but forces herself to do so if she wishes to retain composure to deal with her customers and not orgasm right there and then.


    God damn him.


    Though difficult, she manages to turn away from Hadeon and smile at the table of men. “Will you be needing anything else?” Her voice is weak and husky.


    They shake their heads. “We have all we need for now. Thank you.”


    Ariana nods and walks back toward the bar, making sure she doesn’t dare look in Hadeon’s direction again.


    Despite her best attempts at ignoring Hadeon throughout her shift, she can’t. And by the time her only break comes around, she’s wound so tight she could burst. During the short fifteen minutes allowed, she rushes to the employee restrooms, finds a stall, and lifts one foot onto the toilet. She slides her finger beneath her underwear and touches her swollen, heated clit. She rolls her finger against it, eager, gentle motions, body throbbing for release.


    Fuck Hadeon. That glare, as though I am ripe for the plucking.


    Her cheeks burn and glow as pleasure mounts in her center and spreads like slutty fingers caressing her body. She circles over her clit, harder now, commanding the ecstasy to rise and crash within her like waves of erotic bliss. And then the heat in her sex turns to a throbbing, gratifying flood. She leans both hands against the stall walls, to keep from collapsing to the floor, as she comes with a thunderous crash. A whimper escapes her lips. She can’t help it. She breathes loud and shallow until the sensations subside and ebb away.


    Holy shit.


    When composed enough to hold herself upright, she re-positions her G-string and smoothes down her dress. Taking a balancing breath of air, she opens the stall door and washes her hands. Staring at her reflection in the mirror, at her flushed cheeks, she wonders how a man can have such an effect on her without any contact whatsoever. Never in her short life has she felt anything like this, been stirred up, and erotically charged, to the point of exploding, by another.


    Ariana gasps as a question taps at her brain. Is this sensation of sexual bliss that emanates from Hadeon just by being in his presence, the same sensation that emanates from her and has caused so much trouble in her life? Are they somehow the same?


    She shakes her head and groans. “Get a grip, Ariana. You’ve got duties to do out there, and if you don’t get back to it, you’re going to lose this job as well. Then where will you be?” She stares at her reflection as if expecting an answer, but when it doesn’t come, she smoothes strands of hair behind her ears and exits the bathroom. Head high, shoulders back, she gets on with her job, unable to meet Hadeon’s gaze again for the rest of the night.


    By the end of her shift, Ariana is heavy with fatigue. It felt like for the entirety of last night she stared at the ceiling thinking about Matt. She can’t blame him for wanting more from her, yet she feels a niggling resentment toward him and herself for letting it transcend to that level. Grief has nestled in her belly because he will no longer be a part of her life anymore. It sits just below the surface waiting for attention so that it can burst out and overwhelm her.


    Ariana thanks Ricardo for the work opportunity, grabs her bag, and heads out through the front doors of the club into the cool night air. Dark clouds have pooled above the city, hiding the light from the moon and creating eerie shadows that creep across the flanking buildings.


    On her way down the front steps, Ariana seeks out Hadeon. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”


    Hadeon nods. The other bouncer stares at her, as though he too has every right to hear what she has to say.


    “Somewhere private?”


    “I’m going to take my break,” he says to the bouncer and follows Ariana into the darkened alley beside the club.


    She knows she should just forget all about this man, about this curiosity he has stirred, but she can’t help herself. She leans against the brick wall. He stands in front of her. They are alone.


    “What’s your problem?” she hisses, once she has his full attention. Ariana wants to change her style of handling this situation the moment her question leaves her mouth, but she has never had much tact. Besides, she can’t very well come out and say hey, I’ve had this weird lust thing happening my whole life and I think you have it too without sounding batshit crazy.


    He breathes in and out heavily. “And what problem are we talking about?”


    “You. Following me with those eyes all night. Staring at me. You’re distracting. I couldn’t focus on my job. What are you trying to do, get me fired?”


    The smallest of smirks curls the corners of his lips. “I thought you were watching me.”


    Heat rises in her cheeks. “You thought wrong.”


    He places his palms against the wall on both sides of her head. He leans in close, so close she can smell him—a primal, musky scent of pure man mingling with clean-pressed clothing and cologne. His eyes are molten as they burn into hers. Her lips part and her body gravitates toward him. She is stupefied by this giant of a man; this brute with dark whiskers and imposing height and breadth.


    Voice low and as rough as gravel, he says, “I was keeping an eye on you. Making sure you were being treated right.”


    She shakes her head and lowers her gaze, trying to break the trance. She dares to look at him again. “I can take care of myself.” But her words lack any emphasis.


    His face draws nearer still. Her knees weaken and she has to hold the wall for balance.


    “So you can agree to stop,” she says, words punctuated by shallow breaths.


    “No,” he says.


    “You’re an asshole.” Ariana presses her palms against his chest to push him away. But his chest is so hard, defined, and warm. She can’t stop touching him and can’t bring herself to push him away either.


    “And you’re stubborn and rude,” he says, his features tainted with irritation and lust, always lust, dark and deep.


    “You…you…”


    “Stop talking,” he growls, and his lips find hers.


    Ariana’s mouth opens and allows his warm, silken tongue to taste her. He pushes her back, harder against the wall, with his burning, rigid body. Every one of her muscles softens. Nerve endings sizzle.


    Hadeon cups her face and deepens their kiss. She sighs into his mouth and curves her pelvis, finding his stone-hard arousal. The size of him steals her breath. Pleasure finds her deep in her stomach. She has wanted to do this to him all night long.


    But then her brain clicks and switches gears. She barely knows this man, and one thing she doesn’t do is get into heavy situations with strange men, regardless of how irresistible they are. Lust transforms into incredulity, and she finds the strength to use those palms on his hard chest and push him away. His mouth releases from hers with a pop and she swears she can see strange, bright bubbles of light exploding between them. She ignores them as a rage tumbles through her, and she slaps his face.


    “Fuck you, Hadeon,” she says, chest heaving and hands shaking from the desire and rage she feels. Rage, because for some ridiculous, bizarre, and absurd reason she wants him to be different from every other male who can’t see past her sexuality enough to discover the walking, talking person who exists beneath it all.


    With complete bewilderment, she looks into his hard face and wonders why. She barely knows him. Why the hell would she want him to be more? She has never wanted, nor expected more, ever. Even with Matt, she walked away from what they had just so she didn’t have to venture anywhere near more land.


    Hadeon backs away, lips curling into a snarl. He shakes his head, the expression of disappointment so loud it vibrates through her soul. But is it disappointment for how she reacted, or disappointment in himself? Most definitely the latter.


    He spins and marches away, leaving her in the dark alley alone with her thoughts and writhing confusion.


    What the hell just happened?


    Ariana uses the darkness and silence to collect herself. Yes, she told him to back away, but why that look on his face? As though by kissing her he’d broken all the rules. The disappointment in his expression rang out like church bells at a royal wedding—undeniably present and loud.


    She takes some calming breaths and straightens her hair. Her apartment isn’t far from the club; people are still meandering about and it’s a good neighborhood, so to walk home isn’t any great risk.


    During the slow stride home, her thoughts are consumed by Hadeon, as much as she doesn’t want them to be. What a strange dynamic existing between them. One second she wants to tear his throat out, and in the next, she’s sucking his tongue. She scrubs her hands through her hair, not knowing whether to laugh or groan. Hadeon is a frustrating, sexy, fuckable oxymoron. And what’s so bad about kissing her anyway? That kiss was so intense. Scorching. Surely he felt that too?


    Ariana shakes her head and groans, determined not to give this man, who has evoked a symphony of emotions inside of her, another thought.


    She arrives at her building; the streetlight has blown and is draping the place in thick shadows. Along with the dark cloud cover, a chill has descended on the city, reaching Ariana and coating her flesh in goosebumps. She rubs warmth into her arms before rummaging through her bag for keys.


    Ariana shudders. Someone is watching her, she can sense it. The muscles between her shoulder blades tighten as she peers behind her into the darkness.


    Nothing.


    Clutching at her keys, Ariana bends to see the lock more clearly through the night-time gloom. In the distance, a deep growl rumbles. She breathes in a raspy breath, straightens up, and spins to face the source of the noise. Glaring at her from down the street, on the edge of where the darkness begins, is a dog. But not quite a dog—too big, at least four feet tall, black and hairy. The dog’s limbs and features are human-like, as though a rabid dog has been genetically crossed with a man.


    “What the fuck?” she whispers, heart slamming so hard it sends pulses to her temples and tunnels her vision. Fear creeps up to her throat, constricting, making it hard to draw in breaths. The demon creature’s lips roll above its teeth like a shark and it snarls. A low vibrating grumble reverberates off the quiet street and buildings, sending a tingling chill up her spine.


    Ariana turns back to face the door and stabs at the lock with her key. But the key is upside down. Shit. She glances at the dog again. It’s padding toward her, black eyes glowing as red as fire.


    Ariana swallows a scream and spins the key between her fingers. It drops out of her trembling hand onto the step.


    Shit. Shit. Shit!


    She glances at the snarling creature again. It’s coming at her now, full pelt, with spit flying through the air and steam rising from its bulky torso.


    She bends down, scoops up the key, and thrusts it into the lock.


    Misses.


    Thrusts it in again.


    It catches. The clop of angry paws thudding on the street is getting louder. She turns the key, then the knob, shoves the door open and runs inside. Just as the creature reaches the step, she slams the door shut. The dog thuds against it. Ariana jolts; her heart is hammering and her chest is heaving. The scent of his foul, fetid breath follows her inside. She dry-retches and her eyes water as she locks the door with trembling hands. Fumbling with her key ring, she finds the deadbolt key and uses it, then pulls the safety latch over.


    Ariana falls to the floor in a low crouch, hands on the cool wood boards, trying to steady the dizzying fear and her rapid heartbeat.


    She listens.


    Nothing.


    What the hell was that? A fuckin’ man-dog, crazy fuckin’…


    With just enough composure to stand, she runs to the couch, grips the armrest and pushes it, grinding the legs of the couch on the floor all the way to the front door. She turns it so its full length rests across the door and butts the couch hard against it.


    She grabs her cellphone out of her bag and dials the police.


    “Police, fire, or ambulance?” says the nasal voice.


    “Police.”


    The phone connects. “Police. What’s the emergency?”


    “T-there’s a dog. A big dog at the front of my house. It chased me inside. Almost killed me.”


    “What’s your name, and where are you calling from?”


    “Ariana Hana.” She gives the operator her address.


    “A dog is outside your house?”


    “Yes. It’s enormous. And frenzied. It ran at me. Almost scared me half to death.”


    “Miss Hana, this isn’t a matter for the police. In the morning, you might want to call animal control and let them know a stray is hanging around your neighborhood.”


    “It tried to kill me. It’s more than just a dog. It’s like a demon-thing, about four feet tall with these giant, sharp teeth. It’s fast. So fast.” But even as she is saying the words, she realizes how ridiculous this must sound to someone else.


    Sarcasm and disbelief leaks into the operator’s tone. “I’m sure. Are you safe in your house now?”


    “Yes, but—”


    “Then that should be enough to keep you safe until you call animal control tomorrow.” And she disconnects, a bleeping dial-tone interrupting the line.


    “Bitch!” she yells and shoves her cell back into her handbag.


    Remembering some pictures she saw of weird creatures in Spells and Such Ariana grabs the book from the side table and runs to her bedroom. She shuts and locks the door and jumps onto the bed. She licks her index finger and flicks through the pages one by one. Dust, the sweet scent of honey, and time wafts into the air around her. Spells, so many spells, and poultices using crazy, exotic plants.


    Her gaze flicks from page to page. She’s after one thing. And then she lands on it. In full color on the yellowed, old pages is a picture of the man-dog: irises red with rage and long pointed teeth. A shudder crawls up her spine like the legs of a hairy spider.


     


    The Hound—a crazed Demon Hound from the desolate Darklands of Fiore.


    Nocturnal.


    Completely innocuous in daylight.


    Claws and saliva are highly toxic.


    Avoid being bitten or scratched by this creature.


    A Hound can be killed by applying enough physical force.


    No unique instrument, weapons, or spell required.


     


    Ariana slams the book shut, stirring dust motes under the stream of light from her bedside lamp. She jumps off the bed and paces across her small bedroom.


    “This is ridiculous. Absolutely ridiculous,” she says, hands flapping in the air. “So now you’re thinking Demon Hounds are chasing you?” She stops, frowns, and kicks both heels off so they fly across the tiny room, hit the wall with a clank, and bounce off onto the floor. She ruffles a hand through her hair, wanting to laugh and cry at the same time.


    On tiptoes, she creeps to her lamp and switches it off. Just as quietly, she pads to the bedroom window, pulls one of her blinds down a smidge, and peers into the dark night. The Hound is still there, across the street, eyes shining like slick blood as it hides in the darkness. She covers her hand over her mouth to stifle her scream. Goosebumps prickle her skin.


    She runs and jumps on her bed, rolling across it, and flicks on the lamp, casting the room in protective light again. She opens the book and sifts through the pages, to the spells. She wants one to put a barrier around the house and repel the Hound.


    No, she doesn’t believe it will work, but she doesn’t care. She needs peace-of-mind and is willing to try even the most irrational, illogical, absurd ways to do it.


    Ariana jabs at a page. “That’s it.”


    Barrier Protection Spell.


    She groans, slams the book shut, and places it on her nightstand. “You moron, Ariana. A kiddy’s book of magic spells isn’t going to help.”


    She jumps under the covers, pulling them up high over her ears, and shoves her hands under her pillow. She squeezes her eyes shut, confused about what is happening with her life at the moment and exhausted, yet still zinging from the adrenalin. The Hound isn’t trying to get in, nor coming any closer—that has to be enough.


    She hopes.


    Ariana eventually falls asleep, only to be jolted awake when the hair-raising yelping deep from the bowels of a dog fractures the silent night. She sits up, heart clanging. The cry sounds again—tortured howling until it fades to silence. The only noise remaining is her ragged breaths. Ariana flops back onto her pillow and pulls the covers high, her entire body quaking. When sunlight caresses her skin, she finds sleep again.

  


  
     


    Chapter 4


     


    Ariana stands at the large window at the front of her apartment. She peeks through the blinds, out onto the street now suffused in midday sunlight. No Demon Hound or sign of anything untoward as people and cars scoot past.


    Normal. All incredibly normal.


    Showered and dressed in short shorts and a tank top, Ariana dares to go outside. She shifts the couch back into the living room, unlatches the safety latch, and unlocks the deadbolt and the door lock. Uneasiness stirs within as she pulls the door open and steps onto the street. With quick glances, she assesses her vicinity. Nothing jumps out at her, no angry teeth or snarling muzzles, and she sighs with relief. She turns to go back inside, a self-mocking smile touching her lips, when she notices the terrible scratches down the length of the door.


    Ariana reaches for them, intending to run her finger along one of the splintered grooves, then remembers what the spell book said about the Hound’s claws being poisonous. She stops inches from the timber, and runs back inside. She grabs a bucket from under her sink and fills it with boiling, soapy water then runs back out onto the street and throws the water over the scratches, hoping to dissolve and wash away any residual poison.


    How am I going to explain that to the landlord?


    Convinced she isn’t going crazy, Ariana is determined to figure out what the hell is going on. She makes a glass of juice, some toast with peanut butter, and sits at the kitchen counter with Spells and Such in front of her. She turns the book around, looking for a name, an address, a publisher. She runs her fingers along the binding, feeling for anything to indicate where this book came from. Ariana flips it front-down onto the countertop, opens the back cover, and runs her fingers down the leather spine.


    At the seam, in the center, some of the stitching has come loose. She pulls on a thread and it falls away with ease. One stitch after the other, she tears at the inside of the back cover until she’s able to lift away an entire square. Inside lies a delicate necklace with a round ruby-colored stone medallion. Ariana gasps at the beauty of the stone—viscous, yet it sparkles with the vigor of a diamond. The façade rolls and ripples like the surface of the deep ocean.


    Ariana takes the chain, places it around her neck, and fastens the clip. Hand to her chest, where the medallion sits flush against her breastbone, she feels the warmth it emits. Such a strange emotion and energy bleeds from it—affinity, protection, adoration. Waves of calm slide over her, as though she has company. Company that is powerful and whom she trusts to guard her with their life. Ariana’s lips curl slightly upward.


    * * * *


    Thank goodness for work. Glorious routine and sanity to distract her from the craziness that is fast becoming her reality. And Saturday is the biggest, longest party night in the calendar week, so Ariana’s shift will start and finish later than the night before. Ricardo has also put her on closing duties, which means a little extra cash.


    She dresses in a tight fitting—always tight fitting—black dress with a deep curved neckline and a slit climbing all the way to her hip. The only accessory she wears is the wine-red necklace resting above her plump cleavage. Charcoal eye shadow, long fake lashes, and thick eyeliner are applied to make her green irises shine. She combs her hair back off her face and pulls her long hair into a high ponytail. Instead of stilettos, tonight she wears mid-thigh high boots.


    Ariana passes Hadeon on the way into the club and paints a smile on her lips. She looks at his sexy mouth and her cheeks warm as she imagines kissing him again, like they did last night. But then she recalls the disappointment showing on his gorgeous, annoying face. She swallows hard and forces her thoughts in another direction. Demon Hounds. Not a great choice. Fangs. Claw marks on the door. Gah, she is not good at this. She shakes her head.


    “Ariana,” Hadeon says in his deep, mellifluous voice. He looks closer. “Everything okay?”


    She nods and widens her smile, though it grows tighter by the second. “Fine.”


    His gaze wanders to her throat, down to her décolletage. “That’s a beautiful necklace,” he says once he finds her eyes again.


    She touches it, loving the comforting warmth it emanates. Her smile comes easier now. “Thank you.”


    He nods and she heads inside.


    Music thumps, fast tempos, electric drums and beats. Ariana is swept up in the energy of the club—dancing, laughter, and heat. The money splashed around the place, and given to her in tips, sends her spirits soaring. Ariana rocks her body as she delivers drinks to the raucous tables of guys and girls, dressed in their alluring, expensive clothes. She can get used to this place.


    As the night draws to a close, a sense of urgency tramples through the bar—seduction, tongue tangling, body-to-body dancing, and fondling. Guys leave with girls to taste each other’s delights. The unfruitful in love hang on to the last, hoping to suck as much enjoyment as they can. Then they dwindle away too, into the night to sleep alone in their beds.


    The music stops, and the strobe lights cease. As darkness is replaced with harsh yellow light that blankets the club, all the mystique and glamour fades. Ariana dislikes this time. It’s like looking into a mirror under harsh fluorescents and seeing the true state of one’s makeup and lipstick after hours of drinking and sweating.


    Ariana busies herself with closing duties—collecting all the remaining glasses and bottles from tables, cleaning and organizing the bar, straightening all the furniture and wiping down tabletops. Far from glamorous, but this type of honest labor has never frightened her.


    The other staff ebb away like the tide, saying goodnight, until only she and Ricardo remain. He leans back against the bar as Ariana stores wine bottles in the fridges. His gray designer pants fit snuggly to his toned ass, and his crisp white shirt, unbuttoned at the neck and sleeves, cling just right to his muscled arms. His eyes are warm mocha.


    “How are you finding the place?” he asks, arms out wide, looking at all his self-built splendor.


    She stands and smiles. “I enjoyed myself tonight.”


    “I’m glad to hear it. I enjoy having you here,” he says, voice lowering.


    The front doors of the club clang. Their heads snap in the direction of the sound. Hadeon. Dusk has arrived and a cool gray fog follows him inside.


    Hadeon looks at Ariana hard. “I’m leaving now.” His voice is gruff. “I can give you a lift. It’s still not quite light, danger may be lurking.” His expression is full of warning.


    She opens her mouth to speak, to say sure, give me five minutes to finish up here and you can take me home, but a small part inside of her wants to steer clear of him. Not because she thinks he’s dangerous, though something of that wavelength radiates from him, but more that she’s afraid of the intensity of emotion he arouses within her.


    Hadeon’s hot mouth on hers imprints fresh in her mind. Her stomach stirs as she remembers the fierce sensations, but then the disappointment on his face follows. It burns her anew and she casts the thought away.


    “Um, thanks, but I’ll just find my own way home. I’ll see you later,” she says, the words tight in her throat.


    His eyes darken in color, and he turns and marches out of the club.


    Ariana takes a deep breath to regather her composure. She faces Ricardo, whose stance is tense, and smiles bashfully. She shrugs and shakes her head. “That was weird.”


    Ricardo nods, but is polite enough not to comment.


    Ariana continues with the closing duties, determined not to give Hadeon another thought.


    Daylight has settled over the city by the time Ariana’s shift is finished. She’s grateful for that, particularly after last night’s run-in with that terrifying dog creature. Her shift has been long, and she can feel each hour of it in her weary legs. She says goodbye to Ricardo, steps out onto the street, and starts for home.


    A tap at her shoulder.


    Ariana jerks. She spins to see who or what it is, throwing her hand to her chest in relief when she finds Matt instead of something more sinister. “Christ, you scared the shit out of me,” she says breathlessly.


    He grins. “Sorry. I…need to talk to you.”


    Her shoulders roll forward on a long outtake of air. She guesses she owes him that much. “Fine. I’m heading home. Come, and I’ll make us some coffee.”


    Matt smiles. “Thanks.”


    They engage in small talk as they walk the few short blocks to her apartment, but Ariana expects a lengthy deep-and-meaningful will occur once they’re behind closed doors.


    In fifteen minutes they arrive at her place, and she leads Matt through the entrance, locking the door behind them. Her one-bedroom home isn’t the biggest, but it’s hers. She pays the rent, she decorates it how she pleases, and she’s proud of that, despite its mediocrity.


    In the kitchen, Ariana makes herself and Matt a mug of coffee. They then retreat to the living room and take a seat beside each other on the couch. Neither speak and an uncomfortable silence settles between them.


    Ariana fills the space by taking a sip of her coffee. Matt does the same. She sets her mug on the coffee table and turns so she’s facing Matt.


    “I’m sorry about how I just left the other night…” She stops talking as a cold chill sweeps along her spine. Matt’s sitting erect. His movements are too stiff or slow, she can’t quite place it. “Is everything okay?”


    He places his mug on the coffee table, still not looking at her.


    “What’s the matter?” she probes again.


    Matt turns and that’s when she sees his face clearly. His irises darken in color and his features grow jagged and angular.


    Ariana gasps, climbs off the couch, and backs away.


    He doesn’t look away for even a moment. “Where is it?” he asks, his voice deep and detached, sounding nothing at all like the Matt she knows.


    She shakes her head. “What? Where’s what? Matt, what the hell is going on here?” Is this some weird party trick he picked up?


    He stands and strides toward her. Ariana staggers backward. “The book,” he growls.


    Her brows lower. “What book?” But as the words fall from her mouth, she realizes what he means—the spell book. All blood rushes from her head, leaving her face tingling. Her heart beats so hard she can hear it.


    “The book, the fucking book!” he roars, each angry word reverberating around the room.


    Ariana backs into a wall. She slides across it until she is in the open again. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And I think you better get the fuck out of my apartment.”


    Matt grins with half his mouth. His top lip rises to expose black, rotten teeth. Her stomach roils up into her throat. You’ve got to be shitting me.


    She points to the door, but her hand is shaking. “Go! Or I’ll call the police.”


    “Not without the book.”


    Ariana looks sideways toward the kitchen. Her phone is in her bag on the countertop. She has to get to it or this is going to end badly. Her heart is thumping in her chest. With a split-second decision, she makes a run for her bag. She clutches it and rummages for her phone. But Matt’s right behind her. She grasps the phone and presses her finger to the screen, but his arm juts out and grabs her neck. He squeezes, fingers jabbing in deep like pincers, and lifts her a foot off the ground. Pain and fear encapsulates her. Her phone falls from her hand to the floor below.


    She can’t breathe, but needs to. She can’t scream, but tries to. Ariana kicks her legs out and hits him hard in his crotch with the tip of her boot. He grunts and droops forward. She manages another kick before his grip releases and she drops to the ground, gasping for air.


    “Fucking bitch,” he spits, hunched over in pain. But still he staggers toward her.


    She lurches from the ground, onto her feet, and attempts to sprint past him, but he punches with thick, hard knuckles that connect with her head, behind her ear. Her head swings from the force and her body twirls. Lights twinkle behind her eyes with each throb of pain.


    He just fucking hit me. Matt just hit me.


    Another crack to her cheek. Pain hits her like a hammer. She crashes back against the kitchen cabinet and slumps to the floor. Darkness slides in, tunneling her vision. She can barely focus enough to see him standing over her or the ferocious snarl on his lips. This can’t be Matt. He’d never do this to her. Something is wrong here.


    She reaches up into the sink behind her and feels for something, anything. The blade of a knife; it bites into her palm as she grips it. She feels for the handle and clasps tight. Matt punches her again—a blow to the same cheek. Her head smacks against the cabinet behind her. Another punch on the opposite cheek.


    Crippling agony.


    Light fades.


    Matt raises his fist again. She can’t take any more with unconsciousness threatening to drown her. She must fight back. But it’s her best friend. Her only friend. The agony of knowing that she has to fight her friend is almost more unbearable than the pain in her body.


    Another fist to her ear. Sound fades. His fist is poised, and she just knows with every ounce of her intuition that he won’t stop until she’s dead.


    There’s no other option now, either she uses this knife to fight back or she dies. Ariana rasps a breath and digs deep for any remnants of strength lingering in her battered body. With a desperate groan from the back of her throat, she lunges at him, despite the agony, and slams the blade into his chest.


    Matt stops and gasps, his eyes widening. He looks down at his chest, hands jerking toward the blade. He pulls out the knife. Red, viscous blood gushes from the wound and stains his white shirt.


    She watches the knife in his hands. Her heart is screaming in her throat. He staggers forward, closer. She swallows down a shriek. But then he wobbles backward a step, two, three, falls against the counter behind him, and slides to the floor. The blade drops with a bloody clang. A final wheeze rushes from between his lips and he stills, frozen in death.


    Ariana’s body trembles. Tears flood her cheeks. Blood dribbles from her nose.


    “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.” She spies her phone on the ground and falls onto her knees beside it. Her head and face are throbbing and her eyes are swelling closed. She clasps the phone in a weak fist and attempts to stand, but she wobbles and falls back against the kitchen floor like a heavy sack of oranges.


    On hands and knees, she crawls into the next room to the side table and reaches up, patting across the tabletop. Her trembling fingertips flitter over a smooth card and she sighs, almost cries from the relief. She pulls the card down and turns her cellphone on. Barely able to see anymore, she dials Hadeon’s number.


    He answers immediately. “What’s the matter?”


    Ariana struggles to find her voice; the effort makes her skull feel like it’s splitting open. “I didn’t know who to call.”


    “Where are you?” he asks, voice thundering.


    “At home.” She tells him her address.


    “I’m on my way.”


    “Wait, you don’t understand what I’ve done. I…I k-killed Matt,” she says, breaking off as a sob explodes from her throat.


    “We’ll handle it once I’m there,” he says without any hesitation, and he hangs up.


    The room spins around Ariana’s head as dim shadows creep in.


    * * * *


    A loud bang sounds at the door. Ariana flinches and drags her eyelids open.


    “Ariana,” comes Hadeon’s booming voice.


    Relief floods her body, and she tries to stand but can’t, the pain is too great. She attempts to speak, and manages a whisper. “I’m in here.”


    The locks tinkle and both release with a pop. The latch snaps. Hadeon bursts through the door, his expression fierce, and slams it behind him. He finds her lying in the fetal position.


    “Christ, what have you gone and got yourself into?” he says, rushing to her side and crouching beside her. He strokes blood-crusted hair off her forehead and picks her up into his arms. With long strides, he carries her to the bedroom and lays her on the bed.


    “I killed my best friend,” she says, unable to look at him.


    “Good. Good girl. Now, let’s get you fixed up. How did you mend your ankle?”


    She blinks, baffled by his acceptance. She has just killed a man and he is commending her for it?


    “How did you mend your ankle?” he repeats louder.


    “The spell,” she says, each word swimming through sticky, black tar.


    He takes the book from her nightstand.


    “The name?” he says.


    A tear rolls onto her cheek. She thinks, swims through the muddle. She peers up at him, raises a hand, and pushes the book away. “It hurts too much.”


    “It can’t be any worse than this,” he says, his expression pleading with her, and his gaze tracing a path across her face.


    “I…I can’t.”


    “Ariana, I’ll keep you safe.” He sets the book down and strokes the hair from her forehead with large, gentle hands. “You need to do this.” He stops and breathes in deeply. “I can’t bear to see you like this.” A shadow falls across his face, a shadow of anguish. Even through the reeling and the agony, she finds it peculiar that he looks so incredibly worried about her.


    He lifts the book again, but she pushes it away. She doesn’t need to see the spell again; the words are a part of her now, linked with every cell in her body.


    She parts her lips and chants, voice wispy, “Of love and life that burns within. Use that flame to solder and mend. Make broken flesh and bones whole again.”


    The warm glow begins in her chest. The sensation quickens her pulse, for she knows what comes next. She grips the bedsheets as the warmth ignites into a roaring fire and storms toward her face. Ariana’s back bows as a scream tears from her throat. The agony—the horrific, terrifying torment. She screams again. Her face feels like it’s caving in and each bone is being shattered to dust; like every vein is popping and every ligament snapping. The blackness falls fast this time. She wills it to find her and dives as deep as she can into its loving embrace.


    * * * *


    Hadeon’s face, his deep, dark eyes and grimacing expression, is the first thing Ariana sees when she wakes.


    “Good afternoon,” he says, almost cracking a smile.


    She sits up, ramrod straight, her gaze darting around the room.


    Hadeon rests a hand on her shoulder. “Slow down.”


    Ariana nods, breathing hard. She pivots her legs over the side of the bed and presses her feet to the floor. She flinches when she sees crusted red stains on her arms and dress. Her blood. Matt’s blood. Memories flood her thoughts, of slicing a knife into Matt’s chest, of the intense pain she felt. She touches her cheekbones and swivels her jaw from side to side. The pain is gone—miraculously gone—but the emotions remain.


    “He tried to kill me, Hadeon,” she says, throat thick and achy with tears. “And I’m sorry I called you, I just…I didn’t know what else to do. I remember how you told me if I ever need help to give you a call, and I feel like I can trust you. I can trust you, can’t I? I mean with all this mess. I know I could go to jail for this, but it was self-defense. Honestly.” Her voice quakes and cracks as tears form and roll down her cheeks. She wipes at them with the backs of her hands, hating herself for crying and for showing weakness. “I had no other choice. He was hitting me. He was going to kill me.”


    Hadeon presses a finger to her lips. “I understand. You can trust me. I’ve dealt with it all. No one will know. The police won’t come knocking at your door.”


    The relief his words bring slide right over her like a warm, cozy blanket. “Why would you do that for me?”


    “Because I told you if you need me, to call me. And you did. End of story.”


    She wants to believe that he has dealt with the situation. She hopes she can trust that his motivations for doing so were good, but life has taught her to not be so naïve. Ariana jumps to her feet. “No, not end of story. Not end of story at all.” She marches out of her bedroom, brave until she rounds the corner at the end of the hall leading to the kitchen. She stops, breathing deeply, and can’t bring herself to take another step.


    Hadeon joins her at her side. “The body’s gone. I’ve cleaned the floor and cabinets. I disposed of the knife. There’s no trace that this morning ever occurred.”


    Her chest is heaving as she takes one small step after the other and peeks around the corner at the kitchen floor.


    Nothing.


    Gaining confidence, she draws closer, eyeing all the kitchen surfaces.


    Nothing.


    Ariana falls back into Hadeon’s arms, her legs melting with relief. “Oh, thank you. So much. Thank you.”


    He holds her to him for a long moment, not saying anything. Simply being her rock. My gentle warrior, she thinks, sinking back against his hard, towering body. She could become lost in his confidence, his dominance, his…


    Ariana clears her throat, straightens, and steps away from him—too much tension or energy, something, thick and intense. She heads to the kitchen, flops onto one of the breakfast-bar stools, and lowers her face into her hands.


    In a matter of days, her world has been flipped around and she has been ricocheting off everything that has stepped across her path. It started with that stupid spell book. Ariana lifts her head and peers at Hadeon, still standing near the hall, watching her. What has he got to do with all this? Mr. nothing-shocks-me-or-frazzles-me.


    Her eyes narrow. “How did you know I fixed my ankle with a spell?”


    “You don’t need to know why.”


    Anger stirs in the pit of her stomach, but she remains controlled with deep breathing. “How come you’re not all weirded-out by everything you just saw—Matt, the spell, and my face magically healing?”


    He shrugs. “It takes more than that to…weird me out.”


    She squints even more. “Who are you?”


    “I’ve already told you all you need to know.”


    The anger takes hold again, stirring deeper, stronger, and she can’t contain what it makes her mouth do. “You know what, Hadeon—”


    “Don’t say it,” he snaps.


    She stands and tousles her hair with energetic fingers. “I just want to know what’s going on.” Her voice shakes, despite her best attempts at keeping it steady. Her throat tightens. “I’m…” She stops and shakes her head. “Nothing.”


    He draws closer. “What, Ariana? You’re what? Scared? Is that what you were going to say? Because if it is, you should be. You should be scared. What’s with the tough act all the time? Let yourself feel something for once. Let yourself experience an emotion other than anger and antagonism and lust. Those three things get you nowhere, except to shut everyone out of your life. Even those trying to help you.”


    But that’s what she does, she closes herself off from everyone and everything, that way she doesn’t get hurt. “I don’t need anyone’s—”


    “Help?” he finishes for her. “Yeah, you’ve already told me that. But you sure needed me this morning.”


    She lowers her head. Tears sting her eyes. She lets them come now and gives them permission to have their way with her. Her chest heaves with pain, with such sorrow, and a sob sounds from her throat.


    “I killed Matt,” she says, tears falling down her cheeks. “He’s my friend. My best friend. Do you know how that makes me feel? Like I’m evil. How dare he?” she shouts, pointing to where Matt’s body once lay stiff and bloody. “How dare he make me feel like this? How dare he…” She chokes on her words, overtaken by the tears wracking her body. She covers her face with her palms and cries harder than she ever has in her life. Harder, she is sure, than she ever will allow herself to do again.


    Hadeon wraps his arms around her and pulls her against him. She nuzzles into his strong shoulder and cries so much she can barely breathe. He smoothes a hand over her hair, rubs at her back, and allows her to release the pent-up emotions stewing inside.


    “You did what you had to do, Ariana. Now, if you’re going to survive this, you must be proud and walk tall away from it.”


    Ariana lifts her head from his chest and peers into his eyes. Despite the rugged exterior, she finds compassion within him. “Walking away from it won’t change what I’ve done.”


    “No. But neither will dwelling on it.”


    “I feel like such a terrible, terrible person. Regardless of the circumstances or why it happened, I’ve stolen his life.”


    “You feel like that because of who you are on the inside. Not a terrible person at all, but a beautiful soul who was forced into a corner and had to fight her way out of it any way she could.”


    Ariana nods, contemplating his words.


    “Shut it down. Step away from it. Face forward, always forward, Ariana, because if you don’t, you won’t survive.”


    Ariana shudders. But in a way, she knows he’s right.


    Never look back. You know how it works. You’ve been doing it your whole life.


    Ariana rolls her shoulders. “Fine. No looking back.”


    “Good. You’re coming to stay with me. Long term. So if there’s anything here you consider sentimental, be sure to pack it.”


    She hastens away from him, shaking her head. “No way! I’ve worked too hard to get this place, to keep this place, to create a life for myself. Without this, I have…nothing.”


    Hadeon strides to the front door and opens it. The afternoon light blasts through and hinders her vision for a moment. Taped to the top of the door, just above the long scratches, is a piece of paper.


    She marches over and stands on tiptoes to read it. An eviction notice. “Argghh. I gave him the rent money.” She shakes her head, gauging Hadeon’s enormous frame. “I’m not living with you. I can’t.”


    He arches a brow. “What are your other options? It’s not safe out there. You’re not safe in here. You have nowhere to go.”


    She stamps her foot. “Fuck it!”


    A small smile flickers across Hadeon’s lips and then his usual grimace returns. “As soon as you’re done with your little-girl-drama-queen display, we’re leaving.”


    Ariana glares at him, scowling. “I’ve had a tough day. Cut me some slack.”


    “Yeah, and we’re all victims until we start to believe we are in control of our own destinies and then we become creators.”


    Her mouth opens and snaps shut. She groans, spins, and marches away to find a suitcase so she can pack some clothes.


    His voice follows her up the hall. “And if it makes you feel any better, turns out Matt was already dead by the time he got to you.”


    Already dead? Matt certainly didn’t look or feel dead as he struck her with his fists. But then again, that man, that demon, who had done everything he could to kill her was not the Matt Ariana knew and loved. Her Matt would never have hurt her.


    Is this what Hadeon means? That somehow Matt was killed before she even saw him outside the bar, and it was his shell, taken over by something else much more sinister, who died on her kitchen floor this morning?


    Relief washes over her with that thought. It eases some of the culpability she feels for Matt’s death. But she soon shudders, because if Hadeon is right, and her best friend was possessed by some demon, it means her life has taken another massive leap toward crazy.

  


  
     


    Chapter 5


     


    Ariana rides the elevator to Hadeon’s penthouse apartment, the only apartment on the twenty-third floor. The doors open. They stride into a foyer, Hadeon holding her lone bag of clothes. The expanse beyond the foyer is what catches Ariana’s attention. An entire wall of glass offers endless views of the sprawling city glittering under the twilight moon like a jewel.


    It’s an amazing apartment, but she can’t enjoy it because her entire world has been tipped upside down. It’s hard to see past the hazy gloom.


    She studies the interior of his apartment: honey-colored timber flooring, warm beige walls, and furnishings in dark hues. Virile art in rich, inviting colors adorn the walls—masculine, sensual.


    Hadeon walks down the long hall. She skips to catch up, while eyeing the plethora of rooms, a study, library, and bathrooms. Ricardo must pay well. Though she knows that explanation for why a bouncer could afford a place like this is too ordinary. And normal is not the order of things at the moment.


    “This will be yours,” he says as they walk through the door at the very end of the hall.


    The room is a modest size with a forgettable view. The walls are cream, but behind the king-sized bed is graphite-colored silk wallpaper. Blush and ivory cherry blossoms blooming from thick branches spatter across the material. The bedspread bears the same design and coloring, while the sheets are bright cherry red.


    “I’ve always loved cherry blossoms.” She spins in a circle. “It’s as though this room was decorated for me.”


    Hadeon opens a door at the side of the room on an en suite bathroom. He points to another door. “The walk-in closet is behind there.”


    Ariana nods and rubs her fingers along the silk covering her bed. She touches the bloom of a blossom—so lifelike, it’s like velvet beneath her fingers. Falling back onto the bed, she stretches her arms above her head and sighs.


    “Thank you,” she says, rising onto her elbows.


    Hadeon nods. “Once you’re settled in, meet me in the living room so we can discuss ground rules.”


    Ariana sits up, eyebrows arching high. “Ground rules?”


    He turns and heads for the door. “Exactly.”


    * * * *


    Ariana showers, scrubbing away all traces of bloody residue from the morning. She washes her hair, brushes her teeth, and dresses in a pair of shorts and a tank top. She combs her hair and leaves it to dry naturally. Looking at herself in the mirror, the smallest amount of bruising around her neck and across her cheekbones is visible, but so faint you’d have to be looking hard to notice it.


    She quivers. Though the physical manifestations of the morning have been washed away, the memories are still raw and gaping.


    “Always forward, Ariana,” she says to her reflection. “Always facing forward.”


    Hadeon is waiting on the leather couch. He too has showered and changed into a pair of black pants and a t-shirt. His dark hair is wet and hangs around his face and ears.


    Ariana takes the empty couch across from him.


    Hadeon leans forward, elbows resting on his powerful thighs, biceps bulging beneath his shirt. “I think, for safety reasons, you shouldn’t work anymore.”


    “You’re shitting me, right?”


    He shakes his head.


    If there’s one thing Ariana needs, that’s distraction, from life, from memories, from her future, herself. Work is the perfect distraction. Sex is another. “I have to work. Christ, I’d go batshit crazy if I had to sit around all day doing nothing. No way am I not working. Maybe I can just find a day-time office job or something like that. A safer job during safer hours.”


    “Ariana, do you realize you could’ve been killed this morning?”


    She gulps a breath of air, her scalp tingling. “Yes. I realize that quite well and I don’t need reminding.”


    He sits upright, leans back against the couch, and lifts his hands behind his head. His dark brown eyes bore into hers. “My purpose is not to remind you, my purpose is to keep you safe.”


    She shakes her head. “Why is this happening? And why are you helping me? I don’t get it.”


    “Let’s just say I have a vested interest in your safety.”


    Ariana rubs at her forehead. “You and a book turn up on my doorstep at the same time. I can suddenly chant words that heal me. I’ve had a rabid Hound chase me, almost tear me apart, and then stalk my house. And this morning, my best friend turns into some crazed demon right in front of me and tries to kill me. What the hell is going on? Please, I need answers.”


    Hadeon stands, his fists clenching at his sides. “Do not ask me questions I cannot give you answers for.”


    “You can’t give them to me, or you won’t give them to me?”


    “Both,” he says.


    She stands too and takes his wrist in her hand. “Answer me this then, please. The night the Hound chased me, I heard it howling as though it was being slaughtered. I’ve not seen it again. Did you do that?”


    His gaze drops to her fingers, which are wrapped tight around his wrist, and back to her face. “Did I what?”


    “Did you kill it?”


    He looks out at the view extending from the window into the moonlit night. “Yes,” he says, clipped.


    She releases her grip and nods. “Thank you.”


    Hadeon reaches into his pocket and pulls out a bracelet. “Hold out your hand.”


    She does as he bids and he clasps the thick gold chain with a single round charm around her wrist.


    He turns the charm over. A barcode is on the underside. “This will get you into the apartment whenever you need. You scan it at the front door, and again when you’re in the elevator.”


    She nods.


    “There are cameras everywhere. Security-alarmed locks on all the windows. No one can get in without the barcode. And even if they were to steal this charm from you, they still won’t get in because it also relies on facial recognition.”


    Again she nods.


    “You will also not be permitted into the apartment if you’re with any person other than me.”


    “So no visitors?”


    “Too risky,” he says. “At this stage, we don’t know who to trust. Matt…” She cringes upon hearing his name spoken so nonchalantly. “…was proof as to the lengths being taken. He even had me fooled. So no more casual sex.”


    A blush creeps up her collarbones and imbues her cheeks with warmth. “Do you have to be so crude?” She crosses her arms over her chest and looks at her feet.


    “A safe is in your walk-in closet. This charm will work with that as well. You’re to secure the spell book in there at all times you’re not using it.”


    Ariana peers back up at his face. “Why is it so important? The book?”


    His forehead wrinkles. “You’ve seen what it can do, Ariana, and the information it holds. If that were to fall into the wrong hands…” He cuts his sentence short.


    Ariana doesn’t want to hear more anyway, not while her nerves are tender and exposed. “I just have one more question,” she says as she flops back down onto the couch.


    He mimics her body language and sits across from her. “Enough with the questions.”


    “Or what? Seriously. We’re in this together.” She lowers her voice. “We are, aren’t we?”


    He focuses solely on her, his attention never breaking. “Yes.”


    She nods. “Just how much do you know?”


    He takes a deep breath and she counts the long seconds until he says, “Enough.”


    She lifts her palms in the air. “Not really an answer, but what more can I expect from you?”


    He continues to stare at her, his forehead furrowed.


    “I get the point. That’s the last of my questions.”


    He arches an eyebrow.


    “I promise. Now please tell me you have a stocked fridge and pantry, because I’m so hungry I could eat…” Her gaze lingers over the length of his body and that ever-present bounty of lust stirs deep inside. Ariana clears her throat as she stands. “Um. I could eat just about anything.”


    The corner of his mouth curls for the slightest of moments. “I’ll see what I’ve got.”


    * * * *


    Ariana crawls under her sheets and pulls the covers high. She looks at her unfamiliar surroundings through the dark shadows. A sense of futility unravels for being displaced again. Nothing new there, another house in the long list of homes she’s had to exist in. The life of a child trapped in the system of foster care. Seems it follows one into adulthood too. And just when she felt like she was standing on her own two feet, not at the mercy of any other authority than her own.


    Her chest aches as fine, clinging dust settles over her. She doesn’t want to breathe it in, but it invades her. The black gloom slides down her throat and leaches into her bloodstream. A tear rolls from the corner of her eye, down her cheek, wetting the pillow. Ariana’s scalp tingles as her two old enemies, purposelessness and meaninglessness, greet her. She hasn’t seen them for a while.


    She turns her back on them, rolls over, and squeezes her eyes closed, but they sit on her chest and legs, weighing her down. Hadeon’s words sound in her mind. We’re all victims until we start to believe we are in control of our own destinies and then we become creators. Her enemies flicker and falter for a fleeting moment, but remain present.


    I try, Hadeon. Truly I do.


    * * * *


    Ariana is surprised to see Hadeon in the kitchen on Saturday morning. For the past week, he has been away every night, arriving home around mid-morning to check to see that she is home and safe, then heading to bed for the day. And during that time, especially as she has been spending long moments in this apartment by herself with nothing to do but think, Ariana has grown more and more anxious to find answers. But every time she asks questions, Hadeon shuts down. She still doesn’t know why her best friend tried to kill her, or why she can suddenly perform magic. Nor does she know who or what Hadeon is or why he is helping her.


    Hadeon is standing at the fridge, door open as he gathers eggs, bread, and milk from the shelves. He is wearing black sweatpants, his torso bare. He is broad and lean, such muscle definition. Powerful. But what thieves her attention are his tattoos. His back is covered in them—a prowling panther-like creature that is violently beautiful, words written in a different language, and bizarre symbols.


    He faces Ariana, his dark brown eyes finding hers. His chest and stomach ripple with lean muscle and are covered with many more tattoos. Again, that menacing big cat is dominant on his abdomen. However, just above his hip, on his left side, he has a square of blood-soaked wadding taped to his flesh. His left eye is bruised, and his eyebrow is gashed. It looks like he’s hooked up with a wild animal.


    She rushes toward him. “Are you okay?”


    “Fine. Just a little flesh wound.”


    “It’s bleeding though. A lot,” she says.


    “It’ll be fine.”


    “Have you been to the hospital?”


    He shakes his head. “I told you, it’s fine.”


    “Yeah, so you keep saying.” She looks at the blood-soaked bandage again, grabs his arm, ignoring how great his muscles feel under her fingers, and spins his massive frame. Dribbles of blood slide down his torso, from under the wadding, and wash his tattoos red. “Let me take a look.”


    Ariana drags him up to her bedroom, lays a fresh towel on her bed, and directs him to lie upon it. She draws the wadding away and gasps. A chunk of meat has been torn from his side, like a set of sharp fangs has bitten away his flesh.


    “What the hell did this?” she says, forehead furrowing as she studies the bite mark.


    “Doesn’t matter now. It’s dead.”


    “Right, good thing, because it sure looks like it wanted to eat you.”


    He shrugs. “It tried.”


    “Yeah, I can see that.” She touches a finger to the taut skin that circles the deep wound. She sucks air through her teeth and looks at his face. “Oh no, it wasn’t a…vampire, was it?”


    Hadeon’s lips twitch and his dark brown eyes lighten in color. A grin creeps onto his face.


    “What?” she asks, frowning.


    “Vampire? Seriously?” He laughs then, loud and strong, direct from his belly. But his laugh is punctuated by winces, and when pain wracks his body, he quiets and groans.


    “That’s what you get for laughing at me.”


    “Well, don’t ask me ridiculous questions,” he says, voice straining. “Vampires.”


    “What was it then?”


    “A Soul Seeker.”


    That means nothing to her.


    “Look it up when you get a…” Hadeon moans, his face twisting with pain. The wound sizzles, sending a vapor into the air that smells like a dog bone left to rot in the sun.


    “Arrgghh, fuck,” he says, gripping his side. “It must have been a female one.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “Quick,” he says, neck flexing, his hands gripping the towel beneath his body. “There’s a greenhouse on the roof. I need you to find a black-stemmed plant with a red, hand-sized flower that looks like a…” He trails off and roars like a hungry panther. His skin is turning white, and lines of sweat mist over his body. The wound hisses and steams. “A red four-leaf clover,” he manages.


    Ariana nods. “Okay. You just…you just…”


    “Go!” he yells.


    She jumps to her feet, sprints to the door, and down the hall to the elevator. Using her charm, she activates the elevator and presses the level above. The doors open on the rooftop. The greenhouse is off to her left. She runs to it, yanks open the door, and stares, gaping at the amazing array of plant life. Not plants like she would expect to find in a greenhouse, but alien varieties in deep, rich colors, much different from customary flowers.


    She runs along the rows, her gaze darting over each varietal, noting those that are red. In the third row, Ariana finds the one she’s looking for: knee-sized with thick, slimy black stems that twist in piglet tail rings. Gorgeous berry-red flowers with four large petals of silken texture rise from the stems. She breaks off one flower and starts back to the greenhouse door, but stops. How many will she need? She turns and scoops the entire pot into her arms and runs back out.


    Ariana’s room reeks of fetid flesh and it makes her want to gag. Hadeon is panting hard on the bed. “I’ve got it,” she says, jogging to his side.


    He opens his eyes. The pupils are so large that his eyes are almost black.


    “Wet the petals. Stuff. Into. Wound,” he croaks, barely audible.


    Her breath hitches as she looks at the bite. “Stuff them in there?”


    “Just do it!”


    “Okay. Okay.” She breaks off five flowers, races to the bathroom, and runs them under the tap.


    Returning to Hadeon’s side, she sits on the bed and crushes the petals in her palm. With a trembling hand, she pushes the first one into the wound and snaps her finger away. The sizzling sound intensifies and Hadeon bows backward, his jaw clenching, his hands ripping at the towel until it shreds between his fingers like thin paper.


    “Shit, shit, shit.” Ariana takes the next flower and pushes it into the wound. Then the next and the next until the hole is filled. With the final flower, she places it over the wound to act as gauze.


    Hadeon twists and turns on the bed, his body dripping with sweat, each muscle tensing. His tattoos writhe along his skin. Ariana backs away toward the wall furthest from the bed. As she watches this strong, powerful man thrashing, her heart hammers hard and her knees tremble.


    Hadeon soon stops straining. His body slows and calms. Muscles relax and his color returns. His jaw unclenches, and his lips and features soften. Eventually, he opens his eyes and finds her. He holds out his arm and beckons her to him with a wave of the hand. She pads to him and he takes her hand, entwining their fingers.


    “Thank you,” he says, his voice grainy and weak.


    She attempts a smile, but her bottom lip is trembling too much.


    “We just need to leave the flowers for a while longer and let them draw all the venom out,” he says.


    She nods, takes a seat on the bed next to him, and curls her legs underneath her.


    He smiles again, and she can’t help but stare at his stunning face. His facial structure changes when he smiles, shifting from angry, primal features to ethereal in the passing of a second.


    “You should smile more often,” she says, running a finger over his eyebrow where the open gash was earlier. Of its own accord, the cut has knitted together, leaving a puckered silvery-pink scar.


    “I’ll try. Later. But right now, I’m just going to rest for a while.”


    “Sure,” she says, and his eyes flutter closed.


    Ariana pushes to her feet. She has too many questions about everything that is going on and not enough answers. Inside her walk-in closet on a far back recess is the safe. She uses her charm to unlock it and retrieves Spells and Such. Her fingers buzz as they wrap around it.


    She sits on the bed next to Hadeon’s sleeping body and opens it to the beautiful picture of the palace and the cotton candy clouds.


    Soul Seekers. As she thinks the words, the pages of the book flap upward, back and forth, until they land open and settle. Staring at her is the empty gaze of a Soul Seeker. A shudder slithers up her spine as though the spindly finger of the Grim Reaper has drawn a path along her skin. That is what this creature reminds her of, the Grim Reaper, though instead of a skeleton, the Soul Seeker has blackened, gaunt flesh. When she looks closer, she notices that its eyes are an endless nothing—a cavernous window to a blackened soul. The creature has two nostrils, but no nose, and a mouth with blackened lips and brown-stained, shark-like teeth. It wears long black robes, yet its frail fingers, with inch long browned nails, are visible.


    “This is what bit you,” she whispers, peering at Hadeon’s peaceful face. She shudders again and reads the details the book offers on Soul Seekers.


     


    Out from the putrid bog and choking mist


    They rush with flapping coats that wrap


    Around their fetid flesh all gaunt and rank;


    The stench of rot—it clings like death to life.


    Forlorn, the shrieks, so shrill, that hiss from mouths;


    Lipless, with thorny teeth that gnash and clack.


    These cravens seek the souls of those like you


    By taking flight at dark to feed and bite


    At flesh and spirit until life departs


    And you are lost inside their hollow eyes


    No more alive than long decaying bones.


    He who is strong and brave, take glowing flame


    And catch their floaty coats alight and watch


    Them whirl and dance and soar until they explode


    Engulfed in crackling, orange heat that singes


    And flakes their flesh to chalky-pale cinders.


    Or, she conversed in spells can cast the words,


    Which trap their worldly frames forever more.


    You must be bold and swift to kill the queen.


    This Seeker—toxic venom oozing from


    Her fangs. A bite that drops the strongest dead.


    To leave her free is certain death for you.


     


    A side note down the bottom of the page says they are demons, not natural born inhabitants of Fiore, and must be destroyed.


    Fiore. It must be a place. Ariana recalls the reference from the Hound narrations. So what are native and non-native creatures of Fiore doing here?


    Ariana rolls off the bed and strides to the window. She peers down at the streets, cars and people rushing back and forth—insignificant dolls in a dollhouse from up here. But among all that ordered chaos are obvious dangers lurking that are finding their way to her and Hadeon.


    Ariana turns to look at him. He’s lying with his arms beside his body, the shredded towel under his back. According to the spell book, he should have died from that venomous bite—it was almost guaranteed. And what’s with the gash on his eyebrow, now almost healed? She creeps closer, crawls across the bed, and studies his face.


    His eyelids snap open. With a whirl, she’s on her back with Hadeon crouched over her, his chest heaving, face twisted.


    “Ariana?” he says, looking down at her. He springs off her and lands both feet on the floor. “You shouldn’t creep up on someone like that. I could’ve hurt you. Or worse.”


    She sits up, crawls backward toward the head of the bed, and hugs her knees to her chest. Her heart is thumping. “Yeah, well you shouldn’t go all freakin’ psycho like that before my brain can even register I’ve moved. How the hell did you do that? You move crazy quick.”


    Ariana’s gaze wanders up the length of his hard body and over the concaves of his tattooed torso. His stomach muscles are rigid, pecs stacked, biceps bulging, and shoulders broad and defined. She rests her head back against the headboard, suddenly woozy.


    “What are you? That bite…” She points to the red flowers which have turned into a gelatinous black paste across his side. “…should have killed you.”


    “I’m what you need right now. That’s all you need to know.” He strides toward the door. “I need to wash these flowers off before they reinfect me.”


    Ariana huffs as she watches him leave the room.


    Well, if you won’t tell me what the hell is going on, I will find out for myself.


    She creeps to her bedroom door, closes it quietly, and locks it. Back on her bed, she pulls the spell book onto her lap.


    History of the spell book.


    She stares at the page. The Soul Seeker still looks up at her, but nothing happens, no flapping pages this time.


    Maybe it’s like a search engine and you have to use the best words to generate the right search.


    Why do I have the spell book?


    Nothing.


    What is Fiore?


    Again nothing.


    She growls and slams the book shut. “I just want someone who can give me answers.”


    The book flings open and its pages whirl through the air. Ariana gasps and pulls the book off her lap onto the bed. It lands on an open page, drenched in dark red-tinged clouds.


    The only thing written upon the page is The Oracle. If you want her, you will find her.


    Ariana jumps off the bed and stuffs the spell book back into the safe. She dresses in a pair of jeans and a black tank top, ties her hair up in a ponytail, and sneaks out of the apartment.

  


  
     


    Chapter 6


     


    Iron-gray tinged clouds smother the sun’s light, shadowing the neighborhood. But the chance of rain isn’t going to stop Ariana’s quest for answers. She jumps on the bus in front of the apartment and heads into the city. Why? She doesn’t know; she’s relying on intuition.


    Everyone filling the streets, the other passengers on the bus, could be potential threats now, so she remains attentive to any signs of danger. She has had firsthand experience that another world exists within this one—a world of weird and fantastical creatures. But surely amongst them there is good. As though in answer, threatening rumbles of thunder crack the sky, shaking the bus windows, and Ariana shudders.


    The sidewalk swarms with people of different shapes and ethnicities. The bus pulls into a stop and she peers across the street at the commuters crammed into and around a bus shelter. One man draws her attention. His irises are pale blue, almost white. Despite the distance, his stare bores into her. A time not so long ago, she wouldn’t have thought anything peculiar about this man, but with her new perceptions, her new knowledge, she can see the barely discernible, but recognizable, differences.


    Ariana stands, runs off the bus, and sprints across the road, weaving in and out of traffic, not knowing what her plan is, but trying to do something, anything, to attain some semblance of understanding of what is happening to her world. As she makes it to the other side of the road, the bus pulls in and all the passengers climb onboard. But this man doesn’t. He waits for her.


    When the bus steers away, leaving the acrid stench of gas fumes, she looks deep into his pale blue eyes.


    “Thanks for waiting,” she says, a little breathless.


    He smiles wide. “It’s not often that I have a beautiful girl chase after me, so I best not waste the moment.”


    Ariana scans his face intently. He seems normal. She holds out her hand. “Um, hi, I’m Ariana.”


    “Gaius,” he says, obliging her with a firm handshake.


    “Can I ask why you were staring at me?”


    He grins, his cheeks blushing. “Well, look at you. How could I not?”


    She steps closer and lowers her voice. “It wasn’t for any other reason?”


    He blushes deeper now and laughs. “Um, no. Should there be?”


    Ariana shrugs a shoulder. “No. Probably not.”


    Intuition sparks from deep inside, telling her not to believe him. He’s hiding something and she wants to know what it is.


    Thunder claps, vibrating her heart, and she jolts. Big splashes of rain fall from the bruised sky. “Do you have plans for the day, Gaius?”


    “Nothing set in stone.”


    “Do you want to grab a drink?” She hopes, after a few drinks, his lips might be looser.


    He looks at his watch and then up to the sky. “Yeah, sure. Why not?”


    They escape the rain by running into the first bar they find. An Irish pub with large timber booths and painted in warm colors. Folk songs pump through the speakers, and the place smells like stale beer and home cooking. They order two pints of Guinness and take a seat at a booth in the dimly lit back corner of the pub. Yes, she is underage, but she believes that if she is expected to take care of herself like an adult, she can drink like one. And age is never an issue for her, all she has to do is give the server a flirty smile and she gets what she wants. With Matt working behind a bar, it is even easier… Her thought is broken when the cruel truth sinks back in. Matt’s no longer here. He’s no longer alive. Because of me. A deep burning settles in her chest, like it always does when she thinks of Matt. She swallows hard, forcing down those emotions. Wallowing about Matt’s death now isn’t going to help her find answers.


    “I hope you like Irish beer,” she says, taking a long sip of the dark brown brew.


    “I should hope I do too. I was born in Ireland, have an overbearing Irish family, and come to this pub every second weekend.”


    She smiles, though it’s strained. “I can hear a hint of an accent now that you mention it.”


    “A tough one to lose. So do you live around here, Ariana?”


    She shakes her head. “No, down town.”


    “With your parents still?”


    “No, I…I don’t, um, have parents. I live with a friend.”


    He sips his beer, looking at her over the rim of the glass. A grin shapes his lips. “Your friend, is she as beautiful as you?”


    Ariana laughs. “No, he’s not beautiful at all.” She laughs again thinking of beautiful and Hadeon fitting together in the same sentence. But then she remembers when he smiled and how his features changed. A deep pulse between her thighs, but she chases the pooling lust away with a breath, remembering her company. “And thank you for the inadvertent compliment,” she says.


    “Oh, it wasn’t inadvertent.”


    She grins as she sips at her beer.


    Well, haven’t you grown some confidence? I like that.


    Gaius is tall, toned but slender, with chocolate brown hair, and has a spattering of freckles across his nose.


    They talk while drinking huge pints of beer. On her fourth drink, her head is light and all her worries are floating away on the notes of the songs that hum in her ears. The bar has busied, the atmosphere morphing and growing livelier. The scents and sounds of drunken cheer lift her spirits.


    Gaius rests his elbows on the table and leans a little closer. “So you still haven’t told me why you ran after me.”


    She waves at him dismissively. “You’d think I was mad if I told you.”


    His forehead wrinkles and his smile grows curious. “Now I’m intrigued.”


    She shrugs, her mind muzzy from the alcohol. “I just thought you looked different. I’m looking for different at the moment.”


    His eyes shimmer a little darker, just like Hadeon’s do; she’s certain of it. “Different how?”


    She looks closer, though trying to remain nonchalant. “I thought you looked like a…vampire,” she says. “You know, every girl wants one of those at the moment.”


    Gaius leans back in his seat, his arms lifting to rest on his head, and bursts into laughter. “You thought I was a vampire? Are you serious?”


    Ariana grins. “A girl can hope. Your eyes…they’re quite incredible.”


    He laughs again. “Thank you. You know, this has been a lot of fun, Ariana.”


    She nods. “Yeah, it has.” She looks out onto the street. The rain is still coming down, and dusk has spread its dove gray wings over the city.


    I should be getting home.


    Ariana stands and pulls her phone from her handbag. “Give me your number, Gaius. I’d like to catch up again.”


    “Are you going?” he asks, disappointment showing in his expression.


    “Yeah. It’s getting dark.”


    He stands too and tells her his phone number while she punches it into her contact list. She holds the phone up. “Smile,” she says and takes a photo of him as he grins.


    “Do you need me to get you home?” he asks.


    She leans over the table and kisses his cheek. He smells of cinnamon, cardamom, and vanilla—sweetly spicy. “I’ll be fine. Thank you for a wonderful day.”


    He grins wide. “My pleasure.”


    Ariana sways to the door and waves goodbye as she heads outside onto the street and into the cold, damp dusk. Her head is swimming in beer. Wow, a little drunker than I thought.


    Her bus pulls in and she climbs onboard. The bus is filled to the brim, but Ariana manages to find a seat at the back next to a young girl of seven or eight. The girl looks up at her with big blue eyes and a toothy grin, her white-haired pigtails bobbing. She pulls a piece of bubble gum from the packet in her hand and offers it to Ariana.


    Strawberry flavor. Ariana smiles back and pops the bubble gum in her mouth. The taste plants her back in time during her childhood.


    “I used to chew this when I was a little girl,” she says.


    The girl grins again. “I know, Ariana.”


    Ariana leans closer. “How do you know my name?”


    She chuckles, cute dimples flashing. “You wanted to meet with me. Here I am.”


    Ariana tosses her head from side to side as the bus spins around her. The bubble gum burns her mouth and tongue. She spits it back into the paper. “What was in that?” she says, but her words sound hollow and shapeless, like they are floating on the air that blows through the bus.


    Colors deepen; peoples’ faces glow; Ariana has to squint to see them. When she looks back at the little girl, she bites back a scream. Black, hollow eyes, much like the Soul Seeker in the picture, glare up at her. Droplets of blood roll from each corner onto the girl’s cheeks.


    “Ask your questions, Ariana,” the girl says, her voice hissing like a snake. Distance grows between them until they are across from each other, Ariana at the back of the bus, the little girl standing at the front, staring. The bus is empty now, except for Ariana and the Oracle.


    “What the fuck is happening?” she says, the words but a wispy whisper.


    “Questions,” roars the girl, the distance between them bending and snapping back like a rubber band to how it was before, when they were seated beside one another.


    Ariana pushes her face into her hands and breathes deeply. Her head won’t stop reeling. She can’t orient herself in time or space, nor contact her own mind.


    Questions, questions. What do I want to know?


    She sits up and turns to face the Oracle. The black eyes and blood are gone.


    “Why do I have the book?” she manages in a sing-song voice.


    “It chose you.”


    “But why me?”


    The little girl laughs like a cackling old hag, and her face flakes away, exposing muscle and tendon. Her eyes sink back into her head and white hair falls around her shoulders, onto her lap. Ariana dry-retches until she can’t hold her stomach any longer. She leans over the aisle and vomits dark floods of Guinness and stomach acid.


    The little girl presses her rotting lips to Ariana’s ear and whispers with hot, stale breath, “The book chooses she who will keep it safe. But be warned, they are coming for you and seek to destroy all that you stand for. Everything.”


    A flash of light blares into her face and Ariana has to squint. When she can see and think clearly again, she realizes the bus has stopped at Hadeon’s apartment. The bus driver is shining a flashlight in her eyes.


    “Get off,” he yells. “Look at the mess you’ve made.”


    Ariana stands on shaky legs and tromps over the top of her vomit, not daring to look at any of the judging passengers’ faces. Hadeon catches her as she steps out onto the footpath. He’s panting as though he’s been running.


    “Oh, thank God,” she says.


    He scoops her up into his arms. She presses her face to his chest to block out the world that whirls around her like a colorful spinning wheel.


    * * * *


    Ariana returns to consciousness when a cup of bitter-smelling tea is pressed under her nose. She’s lying on the couch in the living room of Hadeon’s apartment.


    “Drink,” Hadeon demands, gruff and angry.


    She clamps her nose with her fingers and guzzles down the warm, foul-tasting liquid. She coughs and chokes, eyes watering. But the constant spinning stops, the fog shrouding her thoughts dissipates, and the colors, garbled together as though she’s looking at them from a fast moving car, return to normal.


    Ariana rolls over and faces Hadeon. He is crouching beside her, lips scrunched, and angry wrinkles line the bridge of his nose.


    Oh shit.


    “Where the fuck were you all day?” he asks.


    She sighs.


    “Answer me,” he yells.


    Ariana sits up and snarls, “Don’t talk to me like that.”


    He gets to his feet, chest rising and falling, and scrubs his hands through his hair.


    The stench of beer and vomit stings her nose. “I’m going to take a shower.”


    * * * *


    By the time Ariana has finished showering, night has descended on the city. Through the windows, the buildings glow and sparkle like towering beacons. Peaceful, she thinks as she pads down the hall to meet with Hadeon.


    Ariana’s hair lays damp against her back; it cools her through her shirt. She finds Hadeon in the kitchen on a stool, rubbing the bridge of his nose with his forefinger and thumb, and mumbling under his breath.


    “That’s the first sign of insanity, isn’t it? Talking to yourself?” she says.


    He lifts his head and looks at her, but his lips don’t move out of the scowl.


    She sits on the stool next to him and sighs. “I’m sorry. I should’ve told you I was going out.”


    “The main problem is the condition you were in when you got home. You were as high as a fucking kite. Anyone, anything could have—”


    “I know. I know. Things got out of hand.”


    “You can’t let things get out of hand, Ariana. And since when do you take drugs? I thought you had a little more sense than that.”


    She focuses on her hands. No way is she going to tell him about the Oracle, how she is the one who drugged her with that pretty-pink laced bubble gum. He’d kill her himself.


    “I met a guy at a pub and he offered it to me. I know I should’ve said no.”


    Hadeon pushes his stool back, the legs dragging against the floor. “What guy?”


    Oh boy. Wrong excuse.


    “Just an, um, old friend, who was in the same foster system as me.”


    “You’re lying.”


    She stands now. “Yeah, well you’re getting on my nerves.”


    He steps closer. “I’m getting on your nerves? What a joke.”


    “My life is my business, not yours, regardless of what the fuck is going on. Which you still won’t tell me about, mind you. And who do you think you are anyway? I don’t have to answer to you.” Anger pulses through her. She raises her fists to bang at his chest, but he grabs her wrists and holds them tight.


    His scent swarms all around her. She breathes him in, can’t help it. Chest swelling, anger flaring his nostrils, and something else, quite the opposite, burns in his eyes. Like a magnet, she drifts toward him, aching for the searing heat of his body to scorch her, while at the same time, she itches to scratch his eyes out. His face nears hers, his brown irises now almost black and swimming with lust. Firm lips trail down her face, his warm breath caressing her tingling flesh. He releases her wrists from his hard grip, and his hands find her hair where his fists tangle at her nape.


    Hadeon pulls her against him. She doesn’t resist. It feels too good, this heat. He feels too strong, powerful, every muscle rippling, hard and alive. His lips meet hers, not gently, not carefully, but rough and hard. Gluttonous hands paw at her bare thighs and over her ass. A rumble sounds in his chest, causing a taut band of pleasure to twang in her stomach and spread further down.


    “I don’t know if I want to fuck you or kill you,” she whispers.


    He leans back and laughs like thunder. Brows arching high, breaths heavy, she stares at the glorious transformation on his face.


    “You, Ariana, could do both.”


    He breaks away and takes a step back. Ariana deflates.


    “I’m…sorry.” He sighs, shaking his head. “We’ve got a long road ahead of us. This will complicate things.”


    Ariana’s lips part as a quick burst of air is sucked between them. She plants her hands on her hips and glares at him, then spins and marches off to her bedroom.


    The bedroom door slams shut behind her. She locks it, and slides her shorts off, then her panties. Her skin is tingling, like his hands are still raking over her body, and her lips sting from his bite. She jumps on the bed and groans angrily to the silent room.


    God damn you, Hadeon.


    Trembling hands slide down her stomach, lower until she finds that wound up bud, as tight as a spring. Oh, she can still smell him on her, taste his sweet mouth.


    How can you make me feel like this?


    He aggravates her more than anyone else she has ever known, yet drives her mad with sexual desire. Her finger flitters over her clit, and it sets her body blazing.


    I’m going to punch him in the mouth when I see him next.


    She circles her swollen clit, taut and screaming hot. The pleasure mounts, but doesn’t equate to having his hard…


    Oh no, Ariana, don’t you think about his cock.


    “Oh fuuuccck,” she says as tingles start and spread like needy fingers through her body, setting her nerve endings alight. She bites down on her bottom lip as pleasure plows through her.


    Yes, I’m definitely going to punch him.

  


  
     


    Chapter 7


     


    The weeks pass by. No near-death experiences to be had by Hadeon and no more escapades by Ariana, despite her fervent desire to know more. One encounter with the Oracle was enough to keep her grounded for a while.


    Today is Ariana’s twentieth birthday, not that anyone in the world knows. No biggie, she can’t grieve for something she has never had. She arrives home from work dressed in her boring office clothes. She managed to find a day job at an attorney’s office, filing, and has hated every second there since she started a week ago. But she can’t complain to Hadeon, because of the immense effort it took to have him agree to her working again. She had to promise to never detour on her way to and from the office, and to be extra cautious with everyone, friend or not. Even with all the restrictions and mundanity, working beats going stir crazy in this apartment, on her own, day in day out.


    Hadeon’s in the living room reading a book. He looks at her over the top of the pages. “What are you sulking about?” he asks.


    She flops onto the couch across from him and sighs. “I’m going out of my mind.”


    He shrugs. “It’s been somewhat quiet.”


    “Somewhat?” she says, voice rising. “All I do is eat, sleep, and work. And it’s my…” She lowers her gaze to her lap, frowning. “Never mind.”


    Hadeon places the book on the armrest of the couch. “Are you hungry?”


    She nods. “Always.”


    “Good, I’m taking you out for dinner.” He takes a large white box from beside him, opens the lid, and hands it to her.


    Her eager fingers slide inside, grip the satiny gold material, and pull out a dress: an exquisite, full-length, halter-necked gown made of shimmering gold satin.


    “For me?” she asks.


    He nods.


    Ariana jumps on her knees and bounces on the couch. She springs to her feet, races to him, and plants a long kiss on his cheek. “Thank you.”


    He almost cracks a smile. “Go get dressed. You’ve got half an hour or I’m going without you.”


    An hour later, Ariana all but skips down the hallway to meet Hadeon in the living room. Despite his threats, he waited. No way will she allow him to ruin the ritual of dressing, especially not when she has a dress like this to slide into. She savored the process of showering, drying and straightening her hair, and applying lashes and makeup.


    Hadeon’s eyes widen just a fraction as he watches her sway toward him. “You’re going to snag quite a few bees in that honey trap.” A Hadeon version of a compliment.


    She spins a full circle in front of him, swinging her hips “That’s the point, isn’t it?” She threads her arm through his, linking elbows. “But you’re going to be right there with me, and I’m certain your scary, brooding face will deter any bee from coming too close.”


    * * * *


    Ariana has worked at some beautiful restaurants, but never before has she eaten at one, especially not one like this. The waiter escorts them to a table on the upper floor, private with low lighting. She peers around the expansive restaurant, at all the patrons dressed in their finery, much finer than she could pay for with a full year’s salary. Thankfully Hadeon bought her this dress. She smoothes her hands along the silk as she sits and smiles at the waiter.


    Hadeon orders champagne and the waiter leaves. Her stomach clenches just a little, always she has an uneasy feeling that she doesn’t fit in with high society, or flashy places like this.


    “The bees are buzzing,” he says. “From the very moment you walked in.”


    Ariana smiles. “Thank you.”


    “Relax,” he says, noting her tense grin. “You’re the queen tonight.”


    She breathes in deeply and nods. “Well, I’m wearing the right color.”


    “Exactly.”


    She smiles across at him. His eyes are lighter this evening. “You know, when I was a little girl, I always dreamed of places like this, but much more opulent. I always felt like I was meant for this type of destiny—beautiful silk dresses, the finest food and drink, castles and crowns.”


    “Ahh, the dreams of many young girls.”


    “A gen Y delusion.”


    The waiter comes back to the table, opens their champagne, and pours them both a glass. She takes a sip and sighs. “Delicious.”


    “So what happened to that dream, Ariana?” Hadeon asks, his gaze soft and interested.


    She takes another sip of bubbly, to swallow down the bitter pain. “After being carted from one family to the next, one abuse after the other, dreams can get lost beneath all that crap.”


    “These are the foster homes you’re talking about?”


    She nods. “It’s a tough life for a young girl.” Particularly one like me. “I think the hardest thing is never being in control. Like, no matter how much I tried to make friends, or take up extra-curricular activities, it was always taken away from me when I was shoved somewhere else with another family. I got out on my own at sixteen, and for the first time I felt like I was able to do it on my own terms.”


    “Sixteen is young,” he says. “That’s a big decision to make.”


    “It was no longer a matter of choice. The foster father in the last home I stayed in…” She focuses on the rim of her glass. “He was strong, much stronger than me, but not real bright. I had no choice but to leave once I all but bit his dick in half. He would’ve killed me if he got his hands on me.”


    Hadeon’s fist clenches and unclenches on the table, and the vein in his neck pulses. “So you never finished school?”


    Ariana shakes her head. “Could never quite balance working late shifts with school.” She smiles and glances at him from under her eyelashes. “You know, so many times I’ve looked at my life and have been bemused by it. I’ve always felt like I was meant to do something big and meaningful, not answering phones at an office or serving drunk people in a bar.” A silence falls between them. Ariana shifts in her chair, unsure now if she has said too much, revealed too much of her vulnerability. “I’m sorry. I sound like every other fool chasing rainbows.”


    “Not at all.”


    “I just want…more.” That word again—more.


    Hadeon slides his big hand across the table and places it on hers. His frown is deep.


    She moves her hand away. “My intention isn’t to gain your pity.”


    He shakes his head and lowers his hand to his lap. “I don’t pity you, Ariana. I admire your strength and perseverance. And don’t give up your dream. You’re still young. Circumstances change.”


    She laughs. “You speak as though you’re so much older than me.”


    He shrugs.


    “How old are you?”


    He clears his throat, sits straighter in his chair. “How old do you think I am?”


    Ariana grins. “Well, when you grimace like you are now, you look close to thirty. But when you smile, you don’t look any older than me.”


    The waiter interrupts again. “Sir has ordered a set menu, which we will serve soon. But first, I would just like to take a moment to wish you, Ariana, a most wonderful birthday.”


    The lights in the restaurant dim and a spotlight shines on a stage by the back wall of their level. A string quintet lines up and plays Happy Birthday, a beautiful largo rendition, while a soprano accompanies them on vocals, each word seductively slow. Another waiter carries a tray with a single chocolate cupcake, a sparkler slid into the center, and places it on the table in front of her. All breath is filched from her throat; never has anyone made a fuss about her birthday.


    Her heart flitters as the restaurant claps and give her three cheers while she blows out her first ever birthday candle. She tries to smile, but her throat is so tight.


    The restaurant lights turn on and the waiter wishes her happy birthday and leaves them alone again. Hadeon watches her from across the table, but she can’t meet his gaze. If she does, she’ll cry.


    “Happy birthday, Ariana,” he says, his voice low and gentle.


    And that is all it takes. Tears roll down her cheeks. She purses her lips together and wipes at her eyes with her napkin. “Thank you,” she says, but her words gush out with a parade of tears and sniffles. “I don’t know how you’d even know it was my birthday, but I’m glad you do.”


    He reaches for her hand and this time she doesn’t move hers away. Despite all his gruffness and impatience, this is the most thoughtful, amazing thing anyone has ever done for her. Ever.


    “My pleasure. It’s been tough for you, so I thought I’d cut you some slack, just like you suggested.”


    She smiles through the tears. “Thank you.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 8


     


    Ice once again freezes over hell. That’s what Ariana’s life feels like anyway. Hadeon resumes his night-time activities, and she maintains her daytime job and solitude in all moments in between. At least—and this is the one positive—she has plenty of time to study the spell book.


    Friday night, a week after her amazing dinner with Hadeon, Ariana opens a bottle of sweet champagne to drink while she cooks. She’s preparing a meal for Hadeon as a ‘thank you’ for making her birthday so special. With him always gone by the time she arrives home from work, and he asleep or still out when she leaves in the morning, she hasn’t had a chance to show him how grateful she is yet.


    Music plays and her body sways as she trims green beans. Cooking is not Ariana’s strength, as most foster carers didn’t bother to show her how. But being on her own forced her to learn. Tonight’s meal, which she found the recipe for online, is proving challenging—baked chicken breast stuffed with pesto and wrapped in prosciutto. But she’s determined.


    The champagne travels to her head, giving her a pleasant buzz. When finished with the beans, she grabs her tablet and sits in the living room to wait for the chicken to bake. She downloads an e-book, with a guaranteed happy ending, and reads. The storyline sucks her in and she loses time. Not until she smells burning does she remember she is supposed to be watching the chicken in the oven.


    “Shit, shit, shit,” she hisses, running to the kitchen and pulling the oven door open. Plumes of black smoke roll out to greet her. “Damn it.” She waves a dish towel at the smoke, trying to disperse the soot. But then a loud beeping sounds—the fire alarm.


    She races to the dining room, grabs a chair, and pushes it under the alarm. She stands on tiptoes, wanting to cover her ears to drown out the shrill beeping, and presses the button to stop the din.


    The room regains its silence, but her ears still ring. She shoves the chair and throws the dish towel on the floor.


    What the hell are you doing, Ariana? Trying to be all domestic goddess for a man who hasn’t given you the time of day for the last week.


    “Fuck him,” she says, stomping to her cellphone and opening her contact list. She dials a number. “Gaius?” she says when he answers. “It’s Ariana. How do you feel about catching up for a drink?”


    * * * *


    The club is thumping; it sends tingles through Ariana’s veins after so long in isolation. Gaius looks amazing, dressed in jeans and a tight V-neck t-shirt. She links her arm around his as they stride through the darkened room, bright staccato lights shining in time to the music.


    People turn their heads and stare as they pass. With this much attention, she’s glad she wore her short hot pants, silver stilettos, and silver halter-neck top.


    “You look gorgeous,” Gaius says in her ear, so she can hear him over the pumping beats.


    She grins. “Thank you.”


    He nods toward the bar. “Come, let’s get a drink.”


    At the bar, she eyes the collection of spirits and cocktails on offer. “Order whatever you like and grab a Guinness for me.” He passes her money. “I’ll find us a table.”


    She smiles and nods.


    Gaius is waiting at a table next to the dance floor. A great position. She places his beer in front of him and takes a sip of her potent alcoholic ice tea. Her body is buzzing with life, that aggravation she felt earlier fading to nothingness.


    They drink, chat, and laugh with each other, and Ariana knows this is what she needs. To be young and carefree like a normal twenty year old.


    “Come dance with me,” he says, standing and holding out his arms.


    She smiles, grips his hands, and follows him onto the dance floor. Her head and body is wobbly from the copious cocktails, but she’d have to be dead before she’d trip up in heels.


    Boy, Gaius can dance. Her attention fixes on his cheerful, handsome face, and moves down the length of his vibrating body. She dances closer, her body swaying in rhythm with his. He takes her waist and pulls her to him, their hips grinding against each other’s. His hands grip her ass, and his expression softens. She peers at his lips, then looks up to see him watching her lustful gaze. His lips find hers. Sweet desire sweeps across her skin. They kiss and dance, igniting each other with their hands, lips, and tongues.


    Gaius pulls away, breathless. “I want to be inside you,” he says, voice hoarse.


    She nods. “I want that too.”


    He looks toward the door. “Do we want to take off? Your place?”


    Her stomach tightens and she frowns. “Um, we can’t go back to my place, there’s special security. Facial recognition,” she says, shaking her head. “I can’t bring visitors home.”


    Gaius smiles. “Are you for real? What are you, like, held prisoner or something?”


    “Kind of,” she says. Leaning into him, she whispers in his ear, letting her hot breath tantalize him, “We can go back to your place?”


    He presses his lips to hers, and he sighs into her mouth. “Anywhere is fine with me.”


    She smiles. “I’ll just quickly go to the ladies room and I’ll meet you back here.”


    He nods. “Hurry.”


    Ariana grins all the way to the bathroom. Her stomach is tumbling in anticipation of his body on top of hers—it’s been too long. She heads to the basins and looks in the mirror. Her makeup isn’t too bad, but she reapplies her bright red lipstick and adds more powder to her face.


    A group of four girls come in behind her and stand at the basins. They snicker and look at each other, then sidelong at her reflection. She narrows her eyes at them and they snigger again.


    Ariana spins to face them, a hand on her hip. “What are you all having a good laugh about?”


    The girls giggle. The smallest of the four, with bright orange hair and a spattering of freckles across her face, says, unable to contain her laughter, “Were you having a good time on the dance floor kissing your imaginary boyfriend?”


    Ariana’s forehead furrows. Jealous, she thinks and turns away from them to brush her hair.


    But another girl pipes up, the blonde one. “Yeah, what’s with that? Are you like high or something?”


    She turns to them again. “What are you talking about?”


    “You,” she says, giggling. “Kissing and dancing with the air as though there was really someone with you. The whole dance floor was gawking at you.”


    “What do you mean ‘as though there was somebody there’? Of course I was dancing with someone.”


    The girls look at each other and burst into laughter. “Oh boy, she’s quite the nut job.” They all link hands and elbows and leave the room, crying with laughter.


    Ariana looks into the mirror and shakes her head.


    Two more girls push through the door. One looks at her and smiles. She smiles back. But can’t help but overhear the intended whisper to her friend as they walk through to the stalls. “That’s the weirdo who was dancing with herself.”


    The other girl glances at her and turns back to her friend, nodding.


    All the blood rushes from Ariana’s face. Her pulse pounds hard through her veins. “Dancing by myself?” she says to her reflection.


    She pulls her phone from her handbag and opens her contact list. She scrolls down to G, clicks on Gaius’s number, and peers at the photo she took of him at the Irish pub. The image shows the booth they were seated at and joyous people in the background, but no smiling Gaius.


    She thrusts her phone in her bag and stuffs her makeup back in.


    “Oh no,” she says. “I’m an absolute idiot.”


    Ariana’s heart is beating up into her throat as she races out of the bathroom. Head down, she pushes through and past people, trying to get to the front door without Gaius noticing her. At this stage, she doesn’t know if he is good or bad, but she’s not sticking around to find out.


    Ariana bounds through the front doors of the club. She scans the road for cabs. None. Shit! As fast as she can in stilettos, she races up the darkened street. She reaches for her phone again, gulps down her guilt and embarrassment, and dials Hadeon.


    “What’s the matter?” he asks.


    “I…I think I’m in trouble.”


    “Are you at home?”


    She winces. “Um, no, I’m at a club with a guy.”


    “Who is he?” he asks.


    “I don’t know. He’s not what I thought he was. I seem to be the only one that can see him.”


    “A Shifter. Fuck. Where are you?” he yells.


    She pulls the phone from her ear and cringes. “The Ice Bar, but I’m heading home.”


    “Go back inside the club and wait for me there.”


    “Hurry, please.”


    The phone disconnects.


    Ariana spins and runs into Gaius’s chest.


    “Where are you running off to?” he says, glaring at her.


    “I was just getting some fresh air.” She smiles, but it’s tense. “Come on, let’s go back inside.”


    His eyes intensify in color, shimmering to a darker blue. “No, we’re not doing that.” He grabs her elbow and pulls her along the street.


    She struggles, but he grips tighter, his fingers digging into her flesh. Pain burns up her arm. “Fine. Fine, I’ll go with you, please just loosen your grip.”


    He does so, though barely. She yanks her arm, wriggles out of his grasp, and runs. Gaius whistles to the silent air. Snarls and growls vibrate out of the darkness, followed by blood red eyeballs stalking from around the corner.


    She skids to a stop, arms up in surrender. “Hounds?”


    His grin is wicked. “Just to make sure you don’t go doing anything stupid like running off.”


    Two wiry Hounds stalk out into the light, their lips curled up over jagged teeth. Ariana stiffens and forces one foot in front of the other.


    “They won’t attack unless I command them to. So be a good girl, do as you’re told and you’ll be fine. Understand?”


    She nods and creeps backward to Gaius.


    He unlocks the doors of a car parked next to the curb, opens the passenger door, and gestures for her to get inside. She does so.


    “Buckle up,” he says, then slams the door. Gaius slides into the driver’s seat and starts the engine.


    “Where are we going?” she asks.


    “Your place.”


    She shakes her head. “But you won’t be able to get in. I told you that. I wasn’t lying.”


    Gaius laughs. “There isn’t a camera in the world that will detect my presence.”


    Ariana groans. “Fuck.”


    Gaius laughs again, loud and strong. “Yeah, exactly, fuck.” He slams the accelerator down and they roar away, the Hounds pounding behind the car as it maneuvers through the dark streets.


    “Why can I see you then? Why am I able to see you?”


    Gaius’s eyebrows arch high. “You have no fuckin’ clue, do you? Stupid little bitch.”


    She breathes deeply, anger now scalding her insides. That’s one thing she detests being called. Ariana bites down hard on her bottom lip. “What don’t I have a clue about?”


    He looks at her, his face twisted in disgust. “You’re a Fioren native. Only humans can’t see me.”


    All breath wheezes from her lungs and her head lightens as though she could float away on a wispy cloud. A native of Fiore. What the hell does that mean?


    The car pulls in front of Hadeon’s apartment building, and the dogs slide to a skidding stop behind the car. Gaius knows exactly where she lives, which means he must have been following her. The realization makes her shudder. Gaius jumps out, runs to her side, and opens the door. He yanks her out onto the sidewalk. She almost loses her balance, but he holds her upright with a tight hand on her upper arm and a fist in her hair.


    “Ow!” she screams, and the Hounds howl and howl like savage, spooked wolves.


    “Shut up,” he yells at them. They fall silent. “And same goes to you, loud-mouth fucking bitch.”


    His words stab at her, spoken with fierce vehemence, and she cringes. Evil pulses off him in waves, rolling over her.


    Oh God, Hadeon, please hurry. She hopes when Hadeon doesn’t find her at the club that he realizes Gaius has brought her to the apartment.


    Gaius drags Ariana into the building, to the elevators. The dogs follow, cramming into the tight space, filling the air with their putrid stench. She dry-retches and covers her nose with her palm.


    “Take me to the book,” he says, a goofy smile across his face like a wicked clown.


    She creeps around the Hounds, holding her breath, and runs her charm under the scanner. The elevator lights spring to life. She presses number twenty-three and they soar upward.


    Gaius laughs. Ariana’s stomach curdles, and her face feels cold as all the blood rushes away from her head.


    The doors open at the silent apartment. Her throat is so tight, and the dull ache between her shoulder blades intensifies. Gaius shoves her in the back and she flings forward onto the timber floor, landing on her knees and elbows. The dogs bound in after her, growling in her ears.


    “Stand back,” Gaius yells at them.


    They retreat, one paw at a time, snarls rumbling in their throats.


    “Get up,” he screams.


    Ariana crawls to her feet, every muscle vibrating.


    “Take me to the book,” he says.


    She bites down on her bottom lip, wanting so much to cry, but will not give him that satisfaction. No way in hell will she show him that side of her. Sucking in hard, trembling breaths, she walks down the hall. Gaius’s hand is on her back, pushing her along.


    In her bedroom, she heads to the walk-in closet and uses her charm to open the safe. Inside, her spell book glows. Can she just hand it over like this? She looks back at Gaius, at his expectant face, his eyes burning deep blue, then at the dogs, their hungry mouths and bared teeth.


    The Oracle’s words whirl in her head. They are coming for you and seek to destroy everything you stand for.


    But I don’t even know what I stand for?


    A traitorous tear rolls from the corner of her eye, down her cheek. She scrubs it away with her palm.


    “Hurry up!” screams Gaius, his voice high-pitched and harsh.


    She clasps the book. Energy streams up her arms like she’s dunking her hands in calming, warm water. She turns to him and he snatches it from her. His shoulders shake as rapture overcomes him. He looks up at the ceiling, his eyes glowing dark and ominous, and cackles. His expression is mocking; the glee on his face is all for her. Because of her ridiculous inability to experience boredom and of being alone, afraid of where her thoughts will wander if she is. And this lust—fierce and fiery in her cells, unquenchable—pointing her, always, in the wrong direction.


    Anger swells, making her skin tingle and burn. Ariana’s mind races as Gaius spins and hurries away, the dogs chasing after him. She follows, breaths coming short and hard. Her body is trembling, not from fear now, but from fury at this injustice. How dare he come in here and take what is hers? How dare he?


    He throws a look over his shoulder, that mocking grin still flashing. How could she have kissed those lips, or trusted that traitor, that liar? He rounds the corner at the end of the hallway, almost to the elevators. If he gets in that elevator, he will be gone. He and the book gone into the night, and she may never be able to find it again. Ariana still doesn’t quite understand the power of the book, but she has tasted a few small treats.


    I need something to stop him and hold him off until Hadeon gets here.


    Gaius’s finger stretches for the elevator button. Her mind tumbles and expands. She searches the shrouded contents. If only she can shake away the fogginess.


    That’s it.


    Ariana lifts her chin high and says, “From the dark reaches of the wastelands, come. Swell, swirl, and amass. Spread your gloom. Make he who is solid a gas.”


    A whisper on the air, a moaning, like a thousand tortured souls trapped and singing their mournful song into the night, spreads across the room. Darkness expands and thickens. She can smell the muddy banks from which it came.


    Gaius turns to face her, his eyebrows arching high. His mouth falls open, not of his own doing, but by that of the gloom amassing in the air. The mist conjoins; looks like the long-fingered hand of the devil. It pulls Gaius’s mouth open and shoves its way into his throat.


    The Hounds snarl at her and bark. The violence and brutality in that sound pierces her eardrums. But she’s spellbound by the scene in front of her, the way his body hazes and falls away, sizzling and misting, until he is nothing but a colorful spray of steam floating in the air. He still bears the shape of a man, but she could slip her hand all the way through him and out the other side.


    The dogs snarl and pad toward her, their sharp claws scratching on the timber floor. She doesn’t understand why they didn’t vaporize too. Ariana looks around her, for something hard, something that will bear enough brute force against these rabid beasts, muzzles salivating for her blood. But she finds nothing.


    The Hounds sense her fear and they hasten toward her. She screams and screams then ducks and throws her hands over her head as they jump at her. But the most gut-wrenching howls slice through the apartment, followed by a wet spray across her face and arms.


    She snaps her head up to see what’s happening. The Hounds are still in mid-air, both throats slit, blood spraying across the room. Hadeon’s sword whirls behind his back. He changes direction and swings, carving into the dogs again with his sword. They fall to the floor with a loud clunk, like a sack of bloody flour, wheezes and gurgles spewing from their throats.


    Ariana scrambles backward, her feet slipping along the red-stained floor. Hadeon lifts his sword into the air and thrusts it down into the top of the first Hound’s head. He slides it out, movement quicker than Ariana can remain focused on, and performs the same action with the next.


    Hadeon sheaths his sword and runs to Ariana’s side. “Are you hurt?”


    She shakes her head.


    “Did they bite or scratch, even the slightest?”


    Again she shakes her head, words not quite able to be formed.


    He sighs.


    Ariana points to Gaius’s floaty remains. “He still has the spell book.”


    Hadeon inclines his head toward Gaius. “You’ve misted the book too?”


    “I didn’t mean to. I just wanted to stop him from leaving with it.”


    “You’ll just have to reverse the spell.”


    She shakes her head. “I don’t know how.”


    “You must. Think.”


    Ariana breathes deeply and focuses her mind. Words swirl and form in her mind, much like the mist did. She doesn’t understand how she can remember these spells, she’s never been good at remembering anything, but it feels like they have become a part of her, and if she looks hard enough, deep enough, they stir within and show themselves.


    She nods. “I remember. Do you know how to kill him?”


    Hadeon’s face hardens.


    “Okay, stupid question.” She looks at Gaius. “Of form, flesh and bone this one has come. Retreat the swell of gloom, back to your home.”


    High-pitched, desperate screaming fills the room and falls away until it sounds distant, as though a vacuum has sucked the sound away. The room darkens and congeals, followed by bright flashes of light, and then silence descends.


    Gaius opens his eyes. Hadeon is before him.


    Gaius turns to run, but Hadeon grabs him, both hands on his head, and snaps his neck with two quick twists. His body slumps to the floor, the spell book falling from his limp hands. Ariana lurches to her feet, grabs the book, and pulls it to her body.


    Hadeon glares at her, his chest heaving.


    “I know. I know,” she says. “I’m never leaving your sight again. Ever.” She steps toward him and kisses his cheek, lingering long enough to allow his warmth to wrap around her. “Thank you. Again.”


    He stares at her with his deep brown eyes. “Go shower. You smell like a wet dog. I’ll clean this up.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 9


     


    Ariana soaks in a tub filled with cherry-blossom scented bubble bath for an hour, wanting to wash away all traces of the Hounds’ foul blood. Also, she is biding her time before she has to face Hadeon and explain what she has done.


    She dresses in her pajamas and sits on her bed to comb her shampooed hair. A knock sounds at the door. Hadeon opens the door and enters the room. She smiles, barely able to meet his gaze. He wears black sweatpants, his upper half bare. The tattoos and his rock-hard body pilfer her attention. He looks like he’s been carved from the hardest, sexiest piece of granite available.


    He sits beside her on the bed. She’s mesmerized as he stares into her eyes. He takes a ribbon of her wet hair between his thumb and forefinger and slides down the length of it until his hand falls away. Saying nothing, his fingers float to her face and flutter down her cheek. Her need throbs as his thumb rubs along her bottom lip. Ariana’s breaths grow heavy. This simple gesture of affection makes her body warm and melt like ice in a fire.


    “I’m sorry,” he says, his voice hoarse and gentle.


    “Why? I’m the one who went out searching for trouble.”


    His face nears; he slants his mouth over Ariana’s and slides his tongue between her lips. She sighs, both pleasure and angst, for she knows he will not allow this to advance any further. His hands cup her cheeks as his kiss grows deeper. Then he pulls away, and she is bereft. His forehead rests against hers, breaths heavy.


    “I know why you did what you did. Why you do what you always do. I understand how it feels. The lust you feel, so intense it burns a path through your skull if you don’t feed it. I know how it feels to be swept up in a moment of passion, yearning to satiate the desire that grows hot like a fire in your belly.”


    She backs away a fraction. Never before has someone been able to describe these emotions, sensations, and desires. “How?” she whispers, edging toward his lips with her own until they touch, warm and alive. His tongue finds hers again and she moans. His tenderness is unfurling her like a ripe bud.


    His lips fall to her neck, then slide up her jaw, breath and fire burning along her flesh. His hot mouth tantalizes her ear. “It’s a part of you, Ariana. It makes you who you are, and who I am.”


    Again she rocks away and looks into his eyes, which are now a lighter brown than they have ever been. His face is so alluring she could cry. She wants to speak great floods of words, but she can’t, trapped between bemusement, curiosity, and the most brilliant yearning she has ever experienced.


    “You’re not angry?” she asks.


    His lips twitch into a smile. “Not much. I blame myself. I’ve been neglecting you, and I’m sorry.”


    Despite her immense arousal, annoyance creeps under her skin. How egotistical is he to believe that because of him she went seeking the arms of another man? She grips his shoulders to push him away, but her hands burn touching a body like his.


    He grins again, sensing her growing disquiet.


    Ariana harnesses all her power and slides back from him, releasing his shoulders. “Well, aren’t you cocky to think that you’re the sole reason I went out tonight?”


    His smile never falters. “Whatever the reason,” he says, voice deep and tender, “I will try to be around more often from now on.”


    She forces a look of indignation onto her face. “I guess I would like some company from time to time.”


    He nods and starts to stand. Before she even realizes she’s done it, she clutches his hand and pulls him back to her. “Don’t leave me alone.”


    Hadeon crawls over her and lies back on the pillows beside her. She joins him, resting her head on his naked chest and nestling against his big, hard body. She feels safe with him. Protected.


    He strokes the hair from her forehead and kisses her head. “I’m just glad you survived tonight,” he whispers.


    She senses suppressed grief in his tone. “Me too.”


    He kisses her head again.


    “Can you stay with me tonight?” she asks.


    Hadeon tenses. “We can never be lovers, Ariana. I need to make that clear.”


    Her chest heaves as though someone has sat on top of her, and her throat grows tight. “That’s not what I’m asking.” Unsure of what she wants from him or what the feeling is storming through her body and making her eyes glisten, she says, “I just want you to be here. With me.”


    He slides his arm around her and pulls her closer to him. “I want that too.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 10


    Two months later


     


    Hadeon shoves through Ariana’s bedroom door, rousing her from her sleep. He runs to her side, panting.


    “What’s going on?” she asks, sitting up.


    “Hurry. Grab the book. Pack a small overnight bag and meet me in the living room.”


    Ariana throws the covers back and leaps out of bed. “Why?”


    Hadeon’s already at her door. He spins to look at her. “It’s no longer safe. We must leave.”


    “Where are we going?”


    “Fiore,” he says. “It’s time for you to go home.” And then he storms away.


    Home?


    Ariana flicks on her bedside lamp and pulls a backpack out from under her bed. Her heart is thumping. She races to the dresser, grabs some shirts, pants, underwear, the spell book, and stuffs them all in her bag. In the bathroom, she packs a small case of toiletries and shoves them into the bag too.


    Images and scenarios storm through Ariana’s mind. What dangers could be lurking that would make Hadeon want to make tracks so fast? Surely what she has come face-to-face with these last few months was dangerous enough.


    Just don’t think about it yet, Ariana. Stay calm.


    She dresses, throws her Taser into her bag, and races down the hall to meet Hadeon.


    He’s standing near the elevator, glancing at his watch. When he notices her, he presses the button beside the elevator. “Good. Let’s go.”


    She follows him inside when the doors open and they ride the elevator down to the foyer. Hand in hand, they jog to the front doors. Hadeon pushes one open and scans the street before they step out into the cold night. A chill descends on her skin and goosebumps spread like wildfire. The air smells different, caustic. Evil, she thinks and shudders.


    Hadeon grabs a bike helmet and thrusts it onto her head.


    He pulls on his own and says, “Get on.”


    She threads her arms into her backpack and hesitates beside the bike. It’s sleek and black, much like Hadeon’s panther tattoos. She’s never ridden on a motorcycle before and her body is surging with apprehension.


    “Get on,” Hadeon says again. “This is much better than the alternative.”


    Ariana, pulse beating faster, straddles the bike. Hadeon climbs on after her. Holding tight to his body, the engine roars to life. Another sound, like a high-pitched, death-curdled scream, accompanies the engine’s low rumble. The screams intensify. Ariana’s gaze darts all around, trying to find the source. Black cloaks flapping in the wind with glaring, desolate eyes are descending down the buildings, dozens of them.


    Hadeon revs the bike and they roar away up the street. The howling intensifies as the Soul Seekers group together, black lips wide, rotten shark teeth bared as they screech their doleful cries.


    “Hurry!” she screams, watching behind her as she holds on to Hadeon with all her might. The Soul Seekers are chasing them, so fast. She never realized how fast they could move. Hadeon accelerates, and the bike purrs, speeding away. She squeezes her helmeted head against his back as the Soul Seekers gain on them.


    Ariana glances over her shoulder. The Soul Seekers’ blackened faces are coming closer to view. How could they be gaining on them? Hadeon would have to be pushing the bike close to a hundred miles per hour. She presses her head against his back, wanting them to disappear, all of this to disappear. This isn’t something she signed up for—Soul Seekers, Oracles, and Shifters with their attempts at either killing, drugging, or thieving from her.


    “Faster!” she screams. “Go faster.”


    The bike propels even quicker through the dimly lit streets, careens around corners, and hastens through red lights. She’s grateful that at this late hour the streets are deserted.


    “I’m going to die,” she says as she dares to look behind her again. But they make some ground, though the Seekers still follow, their ghostly screams sending chills up her arms.


    “I won’t let that happen, Ariana. I’ve got this,” Hadeon says.


    She looks back at the road. There must be at least thirty of them. The scratchy squealing is like something out of a horror movie. Ariana’s body trembles at the thought of such a horrible creature sucking her soul away.


    And then her head turns light as a thought scurries in. Use the containment spell.


    Of course. Ariana has a dozen spells she now knows by heart that she can use. She memorized this one after the Soul Seeker tore a chunk of flesh from Hadeon.


    “That which is large, combine, grow smaller. Turn into tiny that which is much taller. Delete all the space, grow small, and grow thin. Take what is left and contain within.”


    Ariana glances over her shoulder. Black cloaks flap and screams soar around her. The sensations of energy and light, of burning power, that she experiences when she casts a spell are not present.


    She taps on Hadeon’s back. “What’s going on? It didn’t work.”


    Hadeon’s body grows rigid against her. “Please tell me you have the book.”


    “Of course. Of course I do.”


    He’s silent for a second, two. “Please tell me you’re wearing the necklace.”


    Ariana’s hand clutches her throat. “I took it off while I showered tonight and left it on the bathroom sink.”


    “Fuck!” he yells and slams on the brakes. The motorcycle skids along the sodden asphalt, flicking out and turns 180 degrees, until it slides to a stop and they are facing the Soul Seekers. Hadeon jumps off the bike.


    “What are you doing?” Ariana screams, fear slicing through her veins.


    “Stay on the bike,” he says.


    He grabs something from his pocket, drinks it, movements lightning fast. The Soul Seekers are almost upon them, their screams like a chorus of tortured souls. Ariana’s legs tremble as her hands grip tight to the bike seat.


    The Soul Seekers are only about six feet away. She wants to cover her eyes, unable to confront what will happen to Hadeon once they chomp at him with their jagged teeth. But she can’t look away, can only wait for the worst.


    Hadeon lifts his palm to his lips and blows. Crackling flames, red and blue, soar from his hand in a beautiful arc of light to meet the Soul Seekers. Their cloaks catch alight, plumes of black and green smoke cloud the air, and scalding red flames engulf them. Skin is searing, popping, and filling the air with a rancid stench of scorched, fetid flesh. Their shrill shrieks intensify. Ariana pushes her hands under her helmet to block her ears with her index fingers.


    The Soul Seekers, flames flickering, spin and twirl like whirling dervishes, soar several yards into the sky, then fall to the ground, crumbling and burning until they are nothing but powdery ashes.


    The next wave draws closer, and again Hadeon blows a long arc of fire, another and another, until the air is thick with a humid haze. Hadeon unsheathes his sword as the surviving Soul Seekers penetrate his self-made perimeter. He swirls it through the air with practiced grace, slicing limbs and heads from torsos, black sticky blood leaking like tar from their bodies.


    Ariana’s eyes lock with the vacant stare of a Soul Seeker, a devious one that has retreated into the darkness, stalking through the shadows cast by a building. Her heart hammers against her ribs.


    “Oh God,” she says, voice weak. “It’s coming for me.”


    Hadeon glances to where her attention is focused, but he delves back into the fight at hand. The Soul Seeker, Ariana in its sight, picks up speed. Ariana screams. She tries to draw in breath, but can’t. She peers around for a sharp instrument. Nothing.


    Ariana jumps off the bike, pulls her bag from her shoulders, and holds it with two hands at her side. As the Soul Seeker screams up to her, she swings it with all her strength and smashes at the Soul Seeker’s snarling features. It flings back but comes at her again with renewed vigor. She smacks it again and again in the head with the bag. On the third swing it stumbles back and falls onto the road.


    She reaches into her bag and rummages around. But the Soul Seeker is on its feet again, screaming so loud her ears could burst. It yanks at her bag, flings it across the road, and turns back to face her with vacant, soulless eyes.


    But she got what she needed, her Taser. Ariana steps forward and thrusts it at the Soul Seeker’s neck. It convulses. The Taser stops and she surges amps at it again.


    Hadeon bounds toward them, jumps and springs through the air before landing behind the Seeker. With a metallic whirl, he swings the sword and slices off its head. The Seeker’s body falls to the ground, each disconnected part still squirming across the road. Ariana jumps back onto the bike, lifting her legs to her chest as the severed head wiggles toward her, teeth gnashing. But it comes to a halt a few feet away.


    The shrieking has stopped. Silence. Sweet, sweet silence. Ariana’s gaze darts around. The Soul Seekers are gone. Hadeon stands amongst a sea of black coats, severed limbs, heads, and gritty ash. Each breath is labored, muscles rippling, veins popping over the surface of his skin.


    From his pocket he pulls out another vial and swallows it down. Again with his palm he blows streams of fire at the squirming body parts. He strides to the headless Soul Seeker and flings fire at it, engulfing it in flames. When in this mode of operation he’s the harsh warrior, his face brutish and hard.


    Ariana rips off her helmet and throws it to the ground. She jumps off the bike and sucks deep lungfuls of air through her tight throat. Her knees find the road, and her face falls into her hands.


    Hadeon touches Ariana’s shoulder. He bundles her up into his arms like he would a small child and cradles her head against his chest. Her body is a shaking mass of fear.


    “You did well, Ariana.”


    She looks up at his face. His features have already lost some of their brutality. No words come forth. Not one. He kisses her forehead, carries her to the bike, and places her on the seat. From the road, he grabs her bag, any contents that have fallen out, her Taser from beside the Soul Seeker’s ashes, and helps her sling it onto her shoulders.


    “Lucky the spell book is heavy,” he says with a small grin. “Sure did knock the fuck out of that Soul Seeker.”


    Ariana peers at his face. She can’t find any humor within her trembling body. “Were you just going to let it eat me?” she says, mouth twisted.


    He grins now. “Of course not. I knew you had it under control.”


    “It didn’t feel that way from here.”


    “I had my own shit going on, if you hadn’t noticed. But don’t worry,” he says, sliding a gentle finger down her cheek, “I had my eye on the situation and was but a second away. Good thinking with the Taser, by the way. Gave it one hell of a surprise.”


    A small flicker of a smile touches Ariana’s lips. “Yeah, it did, didn’t it?”


    “Keep that trick handy, because we’re probably going to run into quite a few more back at the apartment.”


    She sucks in a noisy breath. “What? We’re going back?”


    “Someone left your necklace there, remember?”


    “Yes, but we don’t have to go back and get it.”


    He shrugs. “Sorry, but it goes hand in hand with the spell book. They can’t work independently of one another.”


    “Fuck,” she says under her breath.


    “Yes. My sentiments exactly.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 11


     


    Ariana clasps Hadeon’s hand tight as they slink under the shadows cast by the tall, flanking buildings. The night is still, silent, and suffocating.


    Chills claw at Ariana’s spine. “Can’t I just wait for you somewhere?”


    Hadeon’s eyes are fervent and bright as if this is what he was born to do. “You’re safer within my sights than out of them,” he says, that familiar gruff demeanor present in each word spoken.


    They reach the foyer of Hadeon’s apartment building. He passes her a lighter, along with a stake, the top third wrapped in a bundle of fuel-drenched rags. This time they are prepared. It offers some sense of courage, though she’d much rather have the necklace clasped around her throat and casting the spells she’s beginning to rely on.


    Hadeon treads first and presses the elevator button. It dings loud against the cold silence. He stands ready with his sword drawn as the doors slide open.


    Empty.


    Ariana blows out a long breath and shuffles after him into the space.


    “If anything’s here, they’ll be waiting for us at the top,” he says, pushing her behind his imposing body.


    Already her hands are trembling. Pressing her thumb to the lighter, trying to ignite the gas, she fumbles and it drops to the floor. She crouches and clasps it.


    The elevator dings and the doors clang open. A scream punches into the space, vibrating her heart and eardrums, and she falls back onto her ass. A wall of cavernous stares and black flapping coats covering hardened skin fling toward them. Hadeon wields his sword, slices it into a Soul Seeker’s chest, and kicks hard at another’s face as he yanks the blade back out.


    “Light your torch,” he yells, circling the sword through the air and connecting it to the Soul Seekers’ necks, one after the other. Heads clunk to the floor, their teeth snapping when they see Ariana crouching down there.


    More are coming, at least a half-dozen.


    Twitchy fingers ignite the lighter. Ariana raises it to the rags and they explode into fiery light. Burning fuel and smoke swamps her senses. She perches onto her hands and knees, to avoid the sword ripping through the air, and lights the Soul Seekers’ cloaks from their feet. Crackling flames burn up their garments, like a spark on a stick of dynamite, and consume them. The shrieks begin; the whirling, flaming, dancing, and flying. Heat radiates against her face like sunburn. And still she lights them up, as more and more approach.


    Putrid black smog rises into the air around them. The fire alarm whines, competing with the Seekers’ cries. Her heart is thumping. But she aches for that necklace even more, so they can get the hell out of here. A deep breath in for courage and Ariana shoulders through the wagging wall of black coats, her flame flying through the air. She sprints up the hall toward her bedroom.


    Nearing her room, a familiar scent wafts out to meet her. She falters upon smelling it, one hand against the wall to steady herself.


    It can’t be him. Surely not.


    Treading slower, she nears the doorway. The stench is stronger and acts like an impenetrable wall, blocking her from going any further. But she must, she needs the necklace. And she needs to get away from here, from these Soul Seekers. Their cries needle into her ears, as well as Hadeon’s grunts and the metallic whirring of his sword. The sounds turn her stomach, but not so much as the thought of what awaits her in her room.


    A quick glance down the hall back toward the chaos, and then she faces the door again. She must get this over with.


    Now.


    One fast step and she enters the room, her flame held out in front to ward off any possible danger. Her attention is drawn to the end of the bed where she spots a man. Ariana gasps as her suspicions are confirmed—her foster father. He’s swaying like he always did after too many drinks. He breathes in, his deep barrel chest expanding, and blows wind at her. It reeks of him—stale beer and rancid desire. The wind gushes and extinguishes her torch, only the sizzle and smell of hot, charcoaled rags remains.


    “Well now, it’s been a while,” he says in that familiar slurred drawl, his sarcastic gaze staring her down.


    She shivers.


    He stumbles closer. The air around him cools and extends its icy fingers until it reaches her. Ariana’s legs sag as her body grows heavy with emotions. Her stomach clenches, and anxiety swells in her veins.


    Oh, such old sensations.


    Black gloom settles on her skin.


    Her old friends, purposelessness and meaninglessness, are walking hand in hand with this monster before her.


    Why do I even bother? Why do I even try? Everything is always taken from me anyway.


    Ariana’s legs give way under the weight of despondency and she falls to the floor, a sinking sack of flesh and bone. Apathy pools in her lungs, so viscous she can scarcely breathe, almost drowns in it.


    Footsteps pound up the hallway.


    Hadeon.


    But Ariana doesn’t care, nor respond. He’s better off without her. Why go to such trouble for someone like her, used and abused?


    Hadeon springs over her and flings himself at her foster father. “Light your torch again,” he yells, but she barely hears him through the grim clouds, so thick they choke her. “Your torch, Ariana, your torch!”


    She shifts her focus to the scene and her belly stirs a fraction. Her heart beats faster. Something about this scene isn’t right. But what?


    Hadeon strikes with his sword, but her foster father is too quick; he’s ducking and jumping, climbing up the walls and scattering along the ceiling above their heads like a skittish spider. He flips and lands in front of Ariana, but Hadeon comes from the side with a flying kick to his skull, flinging the man’s head until it hits against his own shoulder and he stumbles to keep upright.


    “Ariana, your torch.” Hadeon’s voice is slow to reach her ears and to make sense, as though it’s traveling through sticky goo.


    Limbs heavy, she feels in her pocket for the lighter. She grabs it, lights it, and touches it to the rag torch again, setting it ablaze. Hadeon rips it from her hands, stretches to her foster father, and catches the flames to his clothes. His form alters in an instant, turning from a drunkard into a long-haired, cloaked woman with rotten, black flesh and razor teeth.


    Hadeon spins his sword over his head, then slices at the woman’s chest. She grows in size—ten feet tall. She shrieks, piercing knives in Ariana’s ears. The mental haze slides away, creeping along the floor like fleeing cockroaches to join the woman as she spins, snarls, and shatters to ashes, to be swept away like a pile of household dust.


    Silence zooms in to fill the room. Ariana pants, her thoughts a jumbled mass of chaos. Hadeon runs to the bathroom, grabs the necklace from the sink, and rushes back to Ariana, crouching at her side.


    “I don’t understand,” she says, looking up at him with wide eyes. “That wasn’t my foster father?”


    He shakes his head. “That was a female Soul Seeker.”


    Ariana drags herself from the floor, a little woozy, but manages to maintain balance with a hand on Hadeon to steady herself. “What a bitch,” she says.


    Hadeon laughs. “Don’t I know it?”


    “Now pass me that necklace, because I swear if another one of those fuckers come near me, it will be contained to within a freakin’ inch of its life.”


    Again Hadeon laughs, loud and strong. “That a girl. Now let’s get out of here.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 12


     


    Ariana boards a private jet with Hadeon as dawn dowses the city. The sun is casting shades of coral and tangerine across the clouds.


    “So, this is how we get to Fiore?” she asks, buckling herself into a large leather seat across from Hadeon.


    “No. Not quite. We’ve got a stopover first.”


    She arches an eyebrow. “Where?”


    “Scotland. So relax for a bit, we’ve got a long trip ahead of us.”


    Ariana breathes in deeply and looks into his lush brown eyes. “Right. Relax. After an ordeal like that? I can’t see that happening.”


    “We’re alive and we’re safe. Face forward.”


    She shudders to recall the confrontation with her ostensible foster father, how much that threw her back to the time when she didn’t even know if living was worth it anymore—a desperate, barely existing existence.


    “What happened to me back there? What did she do to me? In my mind she was my…” She lowers her gaze and voice. “…foster father.”


    “Nothing more than an illusion. She preys on the soul’s deepest fears and the darkest moments in one’s life. She can make you feel like it’s happening all over again.”


    Ariana shakes her head, an attempt to toss aside the memories. “I was in so deep. I couldn’t even find the surface, let alone swim to it. I thought I was going to be lost in that dark, dark place forever. I’ve never felt so alone or so…” She swallows past her tightening throat. “…frightened.”


    Her childhood was a gloomy period in her life, and now it all seems fresh and alive again.


    “I should’ve killed that monster when I had the chance all those years ago,” she says, a tear escaping onto her cheek. “He doesn’t deserve a life, not after he…he…”


    Hadeon leans closer and unlocks her seatbelt. He takes her hands, pulls her to him, and sits her on his lap. She nuzzles into the curve of his neck, hating that she’s crying about this when she swore she would never shed another tear over that man again.


    “I’m sorry,” he says, stroking his fingers through her hair. “But I promise life will get better. We’ve a journey ahead of us yet, but if we get through this, your life will be everything you ever wanted it to be.”


    She straightens up and looks into his eyes. “You can promise that?”


    He nods. “I can and I do.”


    She presses her face to his chest again. So warm, and he smells like a man should smell—musky, salty. Hadeon hardly ever lets her in like this or shows her his warm side, but when he does she melts under the intense heat of his tenderness.


    “I don’t know why you’re helping me like you are, Hadeon, but I’m grateful. You can get under my skin, and at times, I’d like to do nothing more than punch you, but mostly you’re…” She smiles.


    “Say it,” he says, his lips brushing against her forehead.


    “You’re what I need.”


    He sighs. “Sleep now, and when you wake we’ll be there.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 13


     


    Inverness, Scotland. Night time.


    The air has a chill so glassy, Ariana’s bones all but shatter. She wraps herself in a jacket as they briskly walk to the SUV waiting in front of the airport.


    Hadeon opens the door for Ariana and climbs in beside her. The driver turns toward the back. He is of a huge build, dark brown hair and eyes, similar looking to Hadeon and very familiar.


    “Hadeon, good to see you again,” he says.


    Hadeon nods.


    Ariana studies the driver. She remembers where she’s seen him. He’s the bouncer who worked with Hadeon at the door of Ricardo’s club.


    Ariana leans closer to Hadeon. “What’s going on?”


    “Hi, Ariana,” says the driver. “Good to see you again. I’m Reid, by the way. Not sure if we’ve been officially introduced.”


    “Um, hi, Reid,” she says then glares again at Hadeon.


    “Reid’s been in Scotland scouting out the area, making sure it was clear for us to arrive. Isn’t that right, Reid?”


    “You know it.”


    Ariana shuffles closer to Hadeon, leans in nice and close, and lowers her voice. “So, he knows about…stuff?”


    Reid smiles wide. “Oh yeah, I know all about stuff.” He laughs as he starts the engine and they careen up the road.


    Hadeon’s lips curl, his face transforming to a young, carefree, sexy-as-fuck guy. Ariana can’t help but look at him. He’s a totally different man when he’s not in warrior mode and the iron beneath fades.


    As though sensing her attention, he faces her and their eyes lock. His irises have lightened to the color of milky coffee and are capable of melting Ariana on the inside. Her belly tightens and heart patters. Her gaze drops to his lips. She’d give anything to lean into him, run her tongue over his lush bottom lip, and taste his mouth. Such a delicious energy he exudes. It throbs outward from him and she assimilates it. Her breasts ache and swell against her bra. She crosses her legs and squeezes her thighs together.


    Without any volition of her own, she grips his hard thigh. His breaths grow heavier, chest rising and falling. A darkened erotic haze mists around him, onto her skin, and into her lungs. She slides down his thigh to his hand, which is resting on his knee, and runs her fingers over his and entwines them with hers. They are rough and hard, conditioned for battling and sword wielding. The energy soaring up her arm burns through her body and shortens her breath.


    She floats closer, her face to his, her lips gently parting, anticipating…


    “So we’ve got quite a road trip ahead of us,” comes Reid’s booming voice.


    She jolts and snaps out of the trance where time and place doesn’t exist and it is only her and Hadeon.


    Ariana peers up at the rearview mirror. Reid’s glaring back. She catches the hard look, the slightly narrowed eyes, and the furrowed brow he casts in Hadeon’s direction. Hadeon rumbles deep from his chest like an agitated panther, pulls his hand away from Ariana’s, and faces the window.


    Ariana crosses her arms over her chest and shifts further toward the door. Indignation burns up her neck to her cheeks. She clenches her fists under her arms and her lips twist into a snarl. From lust to fury in three seconds flat—the Hadeon effect.


    The cover of night follows them through the winding roads of the Scotland Highlands. The last half-hour of their trip is over gritty dirt roads, which bend through vast black fields spotted with rocky outcrops. Eventually, they stop at a large stone house with orange light burning through the windows.


    They climb out of the car and the wind whips through Ariana’s jacket. She wraps her arms around her middle, teeth chattering so violently she could break a tooth if she didn’t tense her jaw. But soon enough they are led into the house by a short, gray-haired woman with cotton-white skin and shamrock-green eyes.


    The house’s warmth drapes around Ariana like a fluffy blanket and she sighs. The old lady leads them to the kitchen, consisting of long, timber counters and a fired-up, old vintage oven, which contributes to the warmth emanating from the fireplace in the living room. She places a kettle on the stovetop and sits at the kitchen table with Ariana, Hadeon, and Reid.


    “So,” she says in a thin Scottish accent. “This is the lass?”


    Hadeon nods.


    The old lady smiles. “Very much like her mother, but she has her father’s eyes.”


    Ariana’s breath catches. Her face flushes and is tingly light. “You knew my parents?”


    “Yes, I did.”


    Ariana becomes teary. Not one soul in her entire life has known anything about her parents except that they died when she was only a baby. “How did you know them? Did they live here in Scotland? Is this my heritage?”


    The old woman’s face droops. An ancient sadness overtakes her features and her lips are forced into a frown. “Your father was my son,” she says and looks away.


    “So you…you’re my…” Ariana’s voice cracks and a tear rolls down her cheek. She licks at it when it touches her lips. “You’re my grandmother?”


    The old woman nods, tears welling in her eyes. “You were but a small t’ing when I saw you last.” Her bottom lip trembles. She drops her gaze to the table top and slides the chair out, scraping along the stone floor. She stands, not raising her gaze again, and scurries over to the oven.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset anyone,” Ariana says.


    Hadeon looks at her. “Old memories. That’s all. Sometimes they still have the power to take one’s breath away.”


    Ariana nods. She has so many questions to ask, about her mother and father, about what happened to them, and about her own life. Why did no one take her into their care? But she can see it’s deeply emotional ground, and she will need to tread carefully.


    Five more men stroll in and greet Reid and Hadeon. They are enormous brutes with brawny bodies, dark brown eyes, and the beastly quality about them. She remembers that these are the same men from the bar where she sprained her ankle.


    What the hell is going on?


    Hadeon watches her reaction. Her expression is one of question. He shrugs and looks away, denying her any answers tonight. How very typical of Hadeon.


    She breathes hard and deep, her eyes smarting with the need for sleep. The emotions twisting through her body are jumbled, coiling and rebounding against each other. She doesn’t know whether to scream, cry, or laugh. Needing to move, to do anything, something, she stands and crosses her arms over her chest.


    “If you can tell me where I’ll be sleeping tonight, I’d like to go to bed.”


    The room falls to silence.


    “Lass, are you sure you don’t want some tea and food? You’ve traveled a long way.”


    She shakes her head. “I’d just like to go to bed. I’m…” Ariana wipes the wetness from her cheeks. Damn tears. “I’m exhausted,” she manages, throat aching and words weak.


    Hadeon stands. His face is hard, steely, like all the other men in the room. He nods toward the doorway and walks ahead. Ariana follows. He leads her down a long hall with rooms off to each side and into a small room with a single bed and a thick woolen blanket. A colorful rug lies across the floor. A small dresser with a mirror sits against one wall, and a tiny window covered with cream-colored curtains is above the bed.


    Hadeon stands at the door and gestures toward the bed. When she sits, he closes the door and joins her.


    “This is not what I imagined,” she says, voice shaking.


    “What’s that?”


    “Meeting a family member. I didn’t think any existed. It’s surreal. But I always imagined there’d be hugs and laughter, not tears and…” She lowers her head in her hands and rubs her face. “I’m just so exhausted I’m questioning reality right now.”


    “You need to sleep then. We’ll deal with all this tomorrow.”


    She nods, and Hadeon tenses his legs to stand, but she grabs his wrist. “What’s going on? Those men out there, they’re from the bar.”


    He speaks softly. “They’re my brothers.”


    “Brothers?”


    “Not technically. We’ve the same lineage and are from the same House.”


    “Were you all stalking me? What’s this about?” she asks, her words spoken quickly.


    “No one has stalked you, for Christ’s sake. We’ve been keeping you safe. That’s all. Everyone in this house is here to help you, Ariana.”


    She shakes her head, her gaze flicking over his face. “Help me what?”


    “Get back to Fiore alive.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 14


     


    The room is bathed in light when Ariana wakes. She sits up in her bed, the scent of burning timber strong in her nostrils. Knowing a fireplace is stoked brings comforting warmth. She lifts her curtains to the side and peers outside at the vast undulating fields of green, dotted with rocky outcrops, extending to eternity. To the left, in the distance, is an enormous loch surrounded by sheer cliffs, and above is the piercing blue sky threaded with white clouds.


    “Beautiful,” she whispers.


    Despite the tumultuous past day, or perhaps because of it, she slept deeply and soundly. She needed the rest. Her frame of mind and emotions are stronger for it.


    Ariana showers, changes, and heads out to meet the others. They are sitting around the kitchen table with mounds of food resembling a bizarrely hued garden in front of them.


    Granny peers up with her kind, wrinkled face. She smiles. “Ariana, glad you can join us.” She gestures to the seat at the end of the table.


    Ariana stares at all the burly man-monsters after Granny introduces her to each of them, and she giggles.


    “I don’t understand what’s so funny,” says Granny.


    Ariana laughs now. “I’m just wondering how the hell you’re going to feed all these men.”


    Granny smiles. “With a lot of effort. Now dig in.”


    Ariana stares at the food as the men load towers onto their plates.


    “Go ahead. It won’t bite,” says Reid.


    “I’ve never seen…”


    Hadeon grabs the tongs and shovels slices of dark red, blue, and pink flowers and stems onto her plate. “Try that.”


    She takes her fork and stabs it into a blue flower. She lifts it to her mouth and bites. The consistency is like melting chocolate as blue slides along her tongue. It pops and sizzles. The flavor, sweet yet salty, explodes in her mouth. She moans with pleasure, grabs another flower, and pushes it onto her tongue, chewing fast.


    The men and Granny watch her with rapt attention, and though she can sense their attention, she doesn’t pay them any heed, too engrossed in popping variety after variety into her mouth. Her body buzzes as the food fuels her. She is made for this food; this food is made for her. Ariana licks her lips and the table breaks into laughter.


    “I take it you like it?” asks Hadeon.


    “I’ve never tasted anything so amazing. My body is literally sizzling from this. I can feel the nourishment working through my cells and muscles.”


    “You’ll never want to eat Earth food again,” says the tallest, biggest brother of them all, Domascus.


    She arches her eyebrows. “This isn’t Earth food?”


    He shakes his head. “We cultivate it here, but the seeds and soil are from Fiore. Your body will transform just by eating this.”


    She flings the purple stem she’s holding inches from her mouth onto her plate. “I won’t get all gigantic like you guys, will I?”


    Again they burst into laughter, deep rumblings reverberating around the room.


    “No,” says Granny. “These lads are Warriors—it’s in their blood to be big.”


    Ariana looks at each of them with their broad shoulders, bulging biceps, and dark brown eyes. “Warriors?” she whispers.


    Granny frowns at Hadeon. “Have you not told her anything about you?”


    Hadeon shrugs. “It wasn’t vital to her survival that she knows. And I hate questions.”


    “She needs to be prepared.”


    Ariana’s stomach clenches. “Prepared for what?”


    Granny stands and picks up her empty plate. “For what you’re required to do once you’re back in Fiore.”


    “What am I required to do?”


    “Well, for one, you’ll need to master your magic. Hurry up, this needs to start now or we’re going to run out of time.”


    Ariana stands and looks around. “Start what?”


    “Your training. As a Fioren woman, you must be well versed in the arts.”


    “So when you say ‘woman’, do you mean that men don’t have to know such things?”


    She shakes her head. “They learn how to fight.”


    Ariana thinks of the Soul Seekers, the Hounds, all the attacks on her, and how vulnerable she was because she couldn’t defend herself. “I want to learn both. In case my magic fails me, which it has in the past. I need to learn both.”


    The Warriors’ heads snap up, except for Hadeon, who keeps his focus on his plate.


    Granny grins. “So, lassie wants to learn to fight too, does she?”


    Ariana nods. “Just basic things, like how to throw a punch properly, how to defend myself, and how to use a sword.”


    “Oh, right, basic things like that,” says Granny, each syllable saturated in sarcasm as she waddles to the kitchen sink and rinses off her plate.


    “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Reid says.


    Ariana’s fists squeeze at her sides. She clenches her jaw and looks hard at Reid. “Oh, and why’s that? Because I’m a girl?”


    “Well, yeah,” he says, bemused by her sudden burst of anger. “Look at the size of me compared to you. I could snap your neck—”


    Hadeon stands abruptly, his chair scratching against the floor. His fist slams onto the table. His face is hard, and his emotions have darkened his eyes. “Do not speak as such,” he yells, voice booming in the small room. Ariana holds her breath.


    Reid stands, plants his palms on the tabletop, and leans closer to Hadeon. “I was trying to prove a point.”


    “Not like that,” says Hadeon, anger radiating off him in waves and pulsing through the room.


    Reid slides down onto his chair and nods.


    Hadeon remains standing. “If she wants to learn how to defend herself, then she will learn.”


    Granny rests a hand on her hip and sighs. “Fine. But you better not come to my classes all bruised and bloody.”


    Ariana swallows hard, then shakes her head. “I sure hope not.”


    “Come on, lass,” says Granny. “We’ve got a long day ahead of us.”


    * * * *


    Magic depletes a woman’s life force, especially one unfamiliar with magic. After each long day learning how to create fire on the palm of her hand, conjure storms to rage across the landscape, contain animals, combust trees, levitate objects, levitate people, turn land to water, water to ice, objects to ice, mist, frogs, mice or any other form conceivable, she is exhausted. And combat training is at the bottom of her desires. Perhaps this is Granny’s plan. But regardless, Ariana always drags her body to training. She’s not giving in on this point, no matter how much it pains her.


    “It will get easier,” Granny says as they sit on a fallen moss-green tree in the middle of the fields. Dusk has coated the greenery gray and the sky a pale umber.


    Ariana’s limbs are heavy and the thought of walking back to the house increases her weariness. “I hope so.”


    “The food is helping, yes?”


    She nods. “Very much. It’s like a life source in itself.”


    “That’s exactly what it is, Ariana.”


    “And my body is changing too. I’m leaner and more toned. I’ve never been able to get a body like this before,” she says with a weak laugh.


    “You’ll need that extra strength in Fiore. The gravity is different.”


    Ariana’s eyes widen. “Different how?”


    “It’s stronger. That’s why the Warriors can move so fast here. They’re used to the heaviness of Fiore, so Earth feels like a playground.”


    She looks down to the Warriors as they engage in shirtless sword play, their muscles rippling.


    “What are all the tattoos for, Granny?” she asks, staring at the scene playing out. She’s too tired at the moment to view it as erotic, though she knows under normal circumstances she would be aroused by such displays of brute strength, virility, and muscly, sweaty bodies.


    “When a man is sixteen, he gains the image of his House.”


    “Is that why they all have the black panther-thingies tattooed across their backs and stomach?”


    Granny nods. “The mighty beast, Mira.”


    “Mira,” Ariana repeats softly.


    “Though it’s not a tattoo like you know of. You don’t get a needle and ink and draw it onto the skin. It grows naturally under the skin. The tattoo itself has life and is life.”


    “Amazing. What about all the others, the strange symbols and words?”


    “As a Warrior learns his craft and uses those skills in successful battles, he’ll earn those battle scars.”


    “So the more tattoos, the more skilled the Warrior?”


    “No, lass. The more tattoos the more feared the Warrior.”


    Ariana’s gaze wanders over the brothers. Hadeon, by far, has the greatest number of markings.


    She shivers as she turns to look at Granny’s face. “What kind of battles?”


    Granny stands and dusts off her dress. “The kind you don’t need to be concerning yourself with. That’s their business.”


    Ariana bites her bottom lip to prevent a snide comeback. She nods and pops her question into the to-be-asked-later basket, along with a billion others. But as they stroll down the fields back to the house, her desire to know more about her parents is too strong and she asks, “What House did my parents belong to?” A safe question that shouldn’t evoke too much emotion.


    Granny stops and raises a hand to cup Ariana’s cheek—the first act of tenderness she has shown. Ariana’s skin tingles under her touch and warmth spreads to her chest.


    “Your mother was from the strongest house in Fiore—Spring Blossom.”


    “Spring Blossom? Are they those cherry blossom looking plants on the front of my spell book?”


    Granny nods, lowers her hand, and begins to walk again. “Spring Blossoms are a symbol of fertility, growth, beauty, and love. Incredibly powerful and lustful, and to humans, intoxicating.”


    Ariana nods. “And my father?”


    Granny smiles longingly. “House of Letharn. A dragon, which symbolizes strength and honor.”


    “How does one know what House they’re from?”


    “A daughter will inherit their mother’s House. A son, their father’s.”


    “So I’m from Spring Blossom?”


    “Yes, and that’s where you’ll return.”


    * * * *


    Over the next month, Granny grants Ariana days off from her magic lessons to learn basic combat. So far, she has only crudely mastered basic blocking techniques, the ability to evade holds and keep her guard up. She has practiced how to harness her body’s energy and explode it outward using a punch or kick. Ariana finds it exhilarating bounding through the fields with the Warriors, especially as her body grows stronger from eating the Fioren food and performing strenuous exercise.


    She and Hadeon are working alone today. The other Warriors and Granny have gone into the nearest village for supplies. Hadeon has his arm wrapped around her neck, pressing hard against her windpipe. Her face is hot and red, her lungs burning for air. She pulls on his thumb, lifts it, breaking his force, and spins out of his grip.


    “Good,” he says. “You learn fast.”


    She sucks in much needed air and plants her hands on her hips.


    “And Granny says you’re mastering your magic faster than she thought you would too.”


    Ariana’s eyebrows arch high and a grin shapes her lips. “She said that?”


    He nods.


    “Do you want me to show you some?”


    He shakes his head and holds his palms in the air. “No way. Don’t you dare think about turning me into a mouse.”


    She laughs hard. “Oh, I could do worse things than that.”


    Ariana raises her hand in the air and swirls it in front of her, conjuring all the energy and life from within and without. A small flame flickers orange on the tip of her finger. It spins, swirls, and swells until it’s a raging fireball on her palm. Hadeon watches her, admiration in his soft expression. The fireball implodes at her command with a small puff of smoke and dissipates.


    “Would’ve been handy with those Soul Seekers,” she says.


    He smiles wide, then laughs. “Yes.”


    She loves it when he smiles—his face lights up, becomes young and carefree.


    He strides to her and lifts her arm. “So how about those muscles, eh?” He runs his fingers over her small bicep. Nothing compared to what he has, though much more than what she had when she arrived here. Her tummy tightens from the sensation of his rough hands on her skin.


    She grins wide. “I know they’re impressive, but I’m not sure I could beat you to death quite yet. Not that I don’t want to.”


    He throws his head back and laughs. “Maybe with a little more training?”


    She shrugs and attempts to suppress a coy smile. “Maybe.” Ariana reaches for his hand and entwines her fingers with his; simple tenderness, yet her heart races in her chest. “Granny told me which House I belong to.”


    Hadeon nods. “Spring Blossom.”


    She peers at their hands. “She said we can be intoxicating to humans. It answers the endless questions I had growing up about why men acted the way they did around me. Treated me the way they did.”


    Hadeon remains silent and still.


    “Does a Spring Blossom have that effect on a Fioren male?” She bites on her bottom lip and meets his gaze, waiting…


    Hadeon smiles as he reaches for her other hand. “Not quite as severely.”


    She blinks, nods, and turns away from him. His answer stings; she doesn’t want men, human or other, to like her because of some aura she exudes. She doesn’t want her better qualities to fade behind a veil of lust. But mostly, she doesn’t want to think that this sometimes-attention, these brief sexually charged interactions with Hadeon, which reach her like a pulsing cock between her thighs, are not honest and real.


    Hadeon touches his finger and thumb to her chin and gently turns her head so she is looking at him. His expression is full of dark desire, lust, and longing. It strokes her flesh and squeezes her tight. Her tongue finds her lower lip.


    “I—” he begins, but a car drives over the hill, the engine roaring against this peaceful backdrop. Hadeon lets go and takes a few steps back.


    She gasps as his energy fades, stops caressing her skin and pulsing in her sex. “Why do you do that?” she asks, breathless, hands on hips.


    “Leave it alone,” he snaps, his face already hardening.


    “No.” She strides closer. “You get close to me and a brother will look at you the wrong way, or show up, and you back away. You reel me in, and then throw me back out. I’m not a fucking fish, Hadeon. Make up your mind!”


    “I’ve already told you…” He points from his chest to hers. “You and I can’t be anything more.”


    “I know what you say, Hadeon, but your actions contradict that.”


    He lowers his head, breathing deeply. When he looks back at her, his eyes are dark and brooding. “I don’t want to send mixed messages. My intention is not to lead you on. I was trying to reassure you.”


    His words gouge deep. “I don’t need your fucking reassurance, Prince Charming. I’ll get the brothers to train me from now on, so you don’t have to come near me.”


    His neck pulses and his strong jaw stiffens. “Absolutely fine by me.” And he storms away, back to the house.


    Ariana turns in the opposite direction and marches up the green pastures, tears forming as rage surges through her veins. Hadeon frustrates her so much. Why is that?


    She runs now, up the sloping hill, loving the breathlessness. It hurts her lungs with a deep, cold burning. She runs and runs, further and further away from the stifling house and from Hadeon’s rejection. Though gasping for air, she pushes herself toward a cluster of trees that will enclose her and keep her hidden from the world, if only for a little while.


    When she reaches the center of the woods, Ariana collapses onto the grass and rolls onto her back, panting. The wind is icy against her sweat-misted skin and splinters in her hot throat. Leaves rustle and the branches above her head sway. Confliction stirs deep in her belly, an aggressive prodding and poking. She’s tired of being displaced, in temporary homes with temporary people, taking temporary lovers. She rips at the grass beneath her with her fists and groans to the treetops. Her soul and body aches for permanency. She squeezes her eyes shut and covers them with her arms, trying to block everything out.


    But, at that moment, a thought floats to her on the breeze and stings her tongue.


    I want Hadeon. Permanently.


    She has never wanted any man. Not this way. But from the very beginning he’s been different. He’s been more. And try as she might, she has resisted these needs and pushed them deep down, out of fear he doesn’t feel the same, but by God, if she doesn’t wish with all the marrow in her bones for him to feel this way.


    Dare she say it? Dare she admit that what she wants is for him to love her?


    And that hurts so deep and scores so ferociously because he doesn’t want her back, even with all her lust toxins. This is what is frustrating and painful—the rejection, the inability to contain her emotions for a man who doesn’t reciprocate her feelings.


    “Fuck him,” she says.


    “So you keep saying,” comes his deep, throaty voice.


    Ariana sits up and wipes the tears from her cheeks with her palms. She looks up at his enormous frame. “What are you doing here?”


    “I’m not here to be snapped at like that,” he says, exasperation slicing at his words.


    She stands now, face-to-face with his dominating form. “Well, don’t expect an exchange of pleasantries, because you won’t be getting it from me.”


    “Just be quiet for a second and let me speak!”


    Her lips twist into a scowl, and her breaths grow heavy. She lifts her hand to conjure a fireball, planning to throw it at his ass as he runs away, but he snatches her wrists, catching them between his rough hands.


    “Don’t you fucking dare,” he snarls, lips and breath sliding up her cheeks.


    She tries to wriggle free, but he spins her around and pulls her to him, his arms still gripping her wrists, trapping her against his hard body.


    Hadeon’s lips find her ear, and he rumbles low and deep, warm breath tingling over her lobe and down her neck. “I want you so much I could shred your clothes and fuck you where you stand ’til you’re too weak to moan my name anymore.”


    Ariana stills in his arms, her legs weakening. She can feel his stone-hard arousal jutting into her lower back. He releases his grip and she turns to face him. She shudders as she looks into those dark brown eyes and sees raw, untamed desire.


    He fists her hair, tilting her head back. His hungry gaze lingers on her mouth as he leans in closer. Releasing her hair, he trails his fingers along her jaw, then slides his thumb over her lower lip. Her body trembles beneath his touch. The emotions this man stirs cannot be subdued.


    His face moves closer still, his lips lightly brushing over hers. “But I can’t,” he growls deep from his chest, “because you’re meant for someone else.” He releases her and steps back.


    Ariana shakes her head and shoves at Hadeon’s chest, but his enormous frame doesn’t move even an inch. “Don’t you dare! Don’t come here taunting me and then walk away.”


    He glares at her. “If I have you, Ariana, that means every part of you belongs to me.”


    His gruff sincerity makes her flesh flame. Her breasts swell, sensitive peaks pushing against the fabric of her bra. Her sex readies. Ariana wants him to have her—hard, fast, and deep. She has wanted him from the moment she first stared at his grimacing face. She will give him her everything and take all of him in return—all of his muscle, all of his brutality, all of him.


    “Have me,” she breathes, aching for him. “Have all of me.”


    “Be very careful with what you’re saying. I’m not playing games. I’m not one of those boys you fuck in your spare time. You won’t turn away from me, you won’t forget me, and you’ll know when I’ve made you mine.”


    Ariana’s head dizzies, her chest heaving with each breath. She is throbbing, and oh so wet. Never has she felt such arousal, such need. If he doesn’t fuck her, she will…


    She can’t even think about it.


    He steps closer, his gaze burning into hers, drawing her into the blackened haze writhing with eroticism around him. With trembling fingers, she reaches for his pants, slides them down his powerful thighs, and releases his manhood.


    Her lips part on a rushed inhale. He’s so long and thick. She takes his straining cock in her hand and strokes from root to tip. His head rolls back and he groans. “Fuck, Ariana. You’ll be the death of me.”


    Something shifts in him, from man to beast—a tangible change in his expression, his stance, and the rough growl in his chest. He reaches for her pants and tears them between his hands, then her underwear. Ariana’s heart slams against her ribcage, with excitement, with uncertainty, as she looks into his fierce face. Can she handle a man like this?


    He doesn’t wait for her to reconcile the moment. He hoists her into his arms, and her legs open wide around his taut waist. Achingly slow, hands gripping her ass, he lowers her down onto his swollen cock, spreading her wide, filling her inch by rock-hard inch until she is full of him.


    Ariana gasps a breath. “You’re so big.”


    His mouth finds hers, his kiss rough as he lifts her up and slides her back down, filling her again.


    “Oh, Hadeon,” she sighs, all her nerve endings alight and burning brightly.


    He looks deep into her eyes, such fierce possessiveness, dark lust, and he thrusts harder this time. Her head rolls back in rapture. She sighs, mere clay in his hands, malleable and wet. He plunges again, a deep, forceful stroke. Again. Again. The rhythm builds, long and powerful motions, his shoulders and arms tense with strain as he rocks her. She has never felt so full, never knew she could take such size. Her clit swells with her growing arousal and slips against his pubis until each long breath is punctuated with moans.


    He never allows her to look anywhere else but into those greedy brown eyes. Even as pleasure builds and coils inside, scatters across her skin, and she wants to raise her face to the heavens and scream his glorious name, he hisses. “I want to see your face as you come. I want to see the ecstasy.”


    He drives deeper, faster, harder, his breaths short, almost grunts as the precipice zooms into focus.


    “Oh, Hadeon, take me there,” she moans.


    His jaw is slack with pleasure, his gaze hungry with carnality.


    Ariana’s clit, coated in her slick desire, welcomes the friction of Hadeon’s body. Waves form low and deep. They build and swell until they roll and crash over every inch of her flesh. Her muscles clench tight. Her head is so, so light, tingling, as sensuality and ecstasy coaxes and tugs at her insides. She’s sighing and whimpering as she explodes with fiery delight. All the while her gaze is locked with Hadeon’s, showing him, screaming to him, the pleasure he has made her feel.


    As every muscle in her body loosens and fatigues, Hadeon tenses, jerks, and spills his seed…a hard, deep rush inside her walls. She pushes down on him, wanting that part of him deep inside, her body craving his essence. And she collapses against him, spent, breathless, and consumed.


    When Hadeon looks at her his features have softened. His irises have lightened to a pale brown. It fascinates her how his emotions are so visible in the color of his eyes. He kisses her, gently licking her tongue. She doesn’t want him to pull out yet, needs him inside. He finds her throat, his lips sucking in her flesh, kissing along her jaw. Her hands frame his face, feeling the stubble beneath her palms, and she kisses him, deep and urgent.


    Slowly, he slides out. Their juices run down her thighs, and he places her feet to the ground. Her heart thuds. She craves his heat and his hard body. Understanding her needs, he never leaves her untouched. He tugs their shirts off and the remaining clothing until they are both completely naked. Her body is trembling, but not from the cold. She can’t even feel that, doesn’t have any awareness of her surroundings, only Hadeon.


    “You’re breathtaking,” he says. His hands slide from her shoulders down to her wrists. He entwines his fingers with hers. “Let me love you,” he says, almost a growl.


    She nods. The air is thin in her throat. “Please.”


    They fall to the grass below, and again he shows her the stars.

  


  
     


    Chapter 15


     


    Ariana enters the house through the back door behind Hadeon. She rushes to her room before anyone sees her to change into a fresh pair of jeans to replace the ones Hadeon tore from her body.


    They make their way down the hall and into the kitchen. Ariana can feel the cheer in the small room, which has become the communal gathering point in the morning and evenings.


    “Hadeon,” Reid says, smiling wide. “Glad you’re home. We’ve made spring wine.”


    Hadeon grins. “So it’s going to be one of those nights?”


    Domascus stands and slaps Hadeon on the back. “Oh yeah,” he says, laughing, but the smile soon fades and falls from his face. His breaths deepen. Silence descends. The Warriors and Granny each look up at Hadeon and Ariana.


    Ariana’s stomach wrenches, and heat spreads along her collarbones and cheeks. She turns and hastens away to her room, her breaths shallow. What a reception to come back to. Is it really so terrible for her to have feelings for Hadeon? And to want to physically express those feelings? Ariana grabs her pajamas and toiletries and heads to the bathroom for a shower. She needs time and space to reflect.


    She soaks her body under the hot water, regretfully washing away Hadeon’s scent clinging to her skin. The soreness between her thighs, the slippery remnants of his seed, makes her think of his hard, hot body above her, driving into her. Warm trails of desire fan across her flesh and she swells. Surely she can’t be ready to handle him, such size, again so soon?


    Ariana breathes in deeply, shakes her head, and turns off the taps. After she has dressed and dried her hair, she walks back down the hall. As she passes Domascus’s room, she hears whispered conversation. Curiosity loops in her belly. She creeps toward the slightly ajar door and listens.


    “I understand. Don’t worry,” says Hadeon’s hushed voice.


    “I don’t think you do, Hadeon. You don’t go fucking Fioren princesses, especially those promised to another.”


    Tingles prickle Ariana’s scalp and run down her arms to the tips of her fingers. Princess?


    “It’s more than that,” Hadeon says.


    Domascus draws a noisy breath in. “You didn’t claim her, did you?” There’s thunderous warning in his tone.


    Silence.


    “Fuck, Hadeon. Fuck,” says Domascus.


    “I know, but I can’t allow her to be anything less than my everything.”


    Domascus sighs. “Your everything? You won’t be able to keep this so-called everything.”


    “I know,” he says with sorrow trickling from every syllable. “But I’ll deal with the heartbreak later. I can’t deny this. Her. She’s impossible to resist. I lo—”


    Ariana’s toiletries drop from her hands onto the floor, clanging loudly against the slate tiles. “Fuck it,” she hisses.


    Hadeon’s at the door, two deep lines creasing the skin between his eyebrows. “Ariana?”


    “I…I was just heading back from the shower.”


    Domascus slides out from behind Hadeon and strolls silently down the hall, not looking at either of them.


    Hadeon grabs her arm. “Were you eavesdropping?”


    Ariana shakes her head, frowns, then slowly nods.


    He strides out of the room and shuts the door behind him. He threads his fingers between hers and leads her to her room. She sits on the bed. He shuts the door and crouches in front of her.


    “I’m a princess?” she asks.


    Hadeon rubs the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger and groans before he looks at her. “I guess it’s time you learn the truth. Yes. You’re the Spring Blossom Princess of Fiore.”


    All breath wrenches from her lungs and steals her voice. She manages a whisper, three slow words caked in doubt. “I’m a princess?”


    “You’re the princess.”


    She nods and takes a deep breath. “Okay, that doesn’t feel even remotely real to me.”


    “It will soon enough.”


    Ariana’s cheeks grow hot. She lowers her gaze to her fingers, which she is twisting together. God, when did she become this girl—afraid to express her emotions to a man? She has always been so brazen and confident. An answer burrows into her thoughts: she has always been this person, she’s just never found a man who meant anything to her—a man she wanted to be with for longer than a single night.


    “Hadeon, I know my past and the way I was…um…promiscuous, may make you think that I’m going to fall into another man’s arms, but…” She dares to look up at him. “You mean more to me than that. I want to make that clear to you and to Domascus. To everyone in this house. I don’t want anyone else but you.”


    A small curl of his lips. “That’s not what complicates this situation.”


    “So it’s because I’m a princess of some place I’ve never even been to?”


    Hadeon clears his throat. “When you turn twenty-one, you’ll be paired with another. He will be whom you marry.”


    She shakes her head. “What? No. That won’t be happening.”


    “You don’t have a choice.”


    She bounces to her feet. “An arranged marriage? I won’t tolerate it. I can’t. I’m too young for starters—”


    “Like I said, you don’t get a say in this.”


    “Do I at least get to choose my husband?”


    He stands, shaking his head, his size expanding within the tiny room. “It doesn’t work that way. Nature chooses the most compatible, resilient male to be paired with you, to ensure your House is the strongest it can be. It’s Fioren evolution. You couldn’t change things even if you tried.”


    She averts her gaze as she attempts to understand this, the consequences. “So what we’ve started won’t continue past my twenty-first birthday?”


    Hadeon ruffles a hand through his thick brown hair. “I shouldn’t have started it to begin with. But I’m too weak when it comes to you.” He peers at her, his eyes storming darker. “From the moment I saw you, you pulled me in, and now I can’t seem to find my way back.”


    “What if nature chooses you to be my husband?”


    A contemptuous smile spreads across his lips. “A Warrior won’t be given crown position.”


    She places a hand on his chest; his heart is drumming fast. “I don’t care about any of that. Right now, while we can, let me be with you.”


    He bends and presses his lips against her ear. “That decision’s already been made and I won’t accept anything other.”


    A deep ache pulses between her thighs. He drags his lips down her throat, burning a trail across her flesh, up to her chin. His mouth catches hers and his tongue delves deep, seeking her own tongue and caressing her until she sighs. Hadeon’s arms wrap around her and tug her flush to him, her tender nipples crushing against his chest.


    After a long moment, he edges away, but keeps his focus on her as space comes between them. She’s like a balloon exploding when his warmth is no longer sneaking over her body.


    “Come on. The others have prepared dinner and made wine. We best join them.”


    Ariana nods. “Are they angry with me?”


    His mouth twists into a scowl. “They wouldn’t fucking dare.”


    * * * *


    Somber, determined Warriors and an eighty-odd-year-old granny, drunk on Fioren wine, surround the table. The smooth, honey liquid is as potent as a drug, and with each cup, Ariana’s body glows and thrums.


    Her mouth is sore from laughing, her cheeks wet from tears, as the Warriors and Granny exchange stories of growing up and living in Fiore. What a beautiful place it must be—ripe, lustrous, and filled with immense beauty and cheer.


    But then as the night deepens and the wine flows slower, the stories change and the landscape of Fiore becomes sunburned and brittle.


    “Why?” Ariana asks, taking the last swallow from her cup. The warm liquid swims through her veins and sends sunbursts to her nerve endings.


    “The rightful rulers of Fiore, your parents, were killed.”


    Ariana gasps hearing her parents’ fate so bluntly spoken about. Hadeon takes her hand under the table and rubs his thumb across it.


    “Who did this?”


    Granny stands. “The Sun Queen.”


    Reid presses his palms flat onto the table. “She’s formidable. Much of Fiore resembles a wasteland, burnished by her poisonous endless summer.”


    Ariana shakes her head. Tears tighten the walls of her throat. She looks for more wine, grabs a bottle, and refills her glass. She gulps eagerly at the sweet nectar and slams her glass onto the table. “Why? Why did she do it?”


    Hadeon shrugs. “Power. Fiore, in all its history, has never been at the mercy of such menace. She will do anything to maintain her power.”


    “So the spell book…what’s that got to do with it?”


    Domascus grimaces. “We can only assume for it to turn up now, after thousands of years, and for her to be so actively seeking it, that it contains the answer to her demise.”


    “I’ve nearly been through the entire book, haven’t I, Gran? And it doesn’t have anything on how to defeat a Sun Queen or even that there is such a person.”


    Granny, standing at the kitchen sink washing her wineglass, says, “The book is a living force. It will only reveal what it needs to reveal, when it needs to reveal it.”


    Ariana nods as she thinks of all the blank pages throughout the book. “So, do you think maybe once I’m in Fiore it will reveal more?”


    “We hope so, or it simply means you’re not ready to see the answers yet, and when the book determines the time to be right, it’ll show you what you need to know.”


    Ariana shudders. Goosebumps spread over her arms. “I think I’d much rather stay here than go to Fiore, especially after everything I’ve seen.”


    Granny wipes her hands on a dish towel and faces Ariana. Her gaze flickers between her and Hadeon. “Well, sometimes how one feels and what one wants are not what’s needed.”


    Hadeon’s chair scrapes along the stone floor as he stands. “Just come out and say it, instead of hiding behind veiled accusations.”


    Granny throws the dish towel onto the countertop. “You and Ariana should not be together. It’s not meant to be.”


    Ariana flinches at Granny’s forthright words.


    Hadeon slams his fist onto the table, and it breaks, glasses and bottles crashing to the floor. “I determine my own future!”


    The other Warriors push their chairs backs and stand to avoid the carnage. Ariana does the same, barely standing in time before the table cracks down the center and tumbles inward.


    Granny stands in front of Hadeon. Her head bends back as she looks up at his face. “Even if that jeopardizes Fiore?”


    His lips twist. “I do everything for Fiore. But I won’t deny my own destiny or my own intuition.”


    Granny shakes her head and sighs. “Then you will fail.”


    Fury pulses around the room. The pots and pans in the kitchen clang. Ariana steps backward until her back brushes the wall, her heart racing. She has never seen Hadeon this angry. Ever.


    His muscles quiver. A low rumble sounds deep in his chest, like the sound of an angry lion. Reid and Domascus stand rigid, cautious.


    “Do not throw your fury around here,” says Granny. “I speak the truth and you know it.”


    “It’s not truth! It’s blatant doubt! Doubt for my ability and my position. Something I’ve worked relentlessly at my entire life. I don’t need your doubt. I won’t accept it no matter how well intended.” He turns to the other Warriors, muscles poised. “Ariana and I leave for Fiore in a week. Where there is doubt, there is death. It’s a plague that destroys even the strongest among us.”


    * * * *


    Ariana’s knuckles graze Hadeon’s door and she enters. He’s lying on his bed, wearing only a pair of sweatpants, with an old book in his hands. Fire crackles in the fireplace, blanketing the room in warmth and a soft orange glow. Hadeon watches her over the pages of his book as she closes the door behind her.


    “I can’t sleep without you,” she whispers.


    He places the book on his nightstand and pats the bed beside him.


    Ariana tiptoes to the bed and nestles against him, chest to chest. His arm slings around her waist. He’s warm, big, and the power pulsing off of him tingles up her spine. Addictive. Her fingers find his strong, stubbled jaw and trace along the square bone. Her thumb edges across his bottom lip.


    “I’ve fallen hard for you, Hadeon,” she whispers, voice shaky from the tears prickling her eyes and tightening the back of her throat. “I never thought I could feel this way about someone. I didn’t think my heart would let me. I won’t apologize for it. Even if Granny condemns us and thinks it’s unnatural. Even if the whole of Fiore condemns us. I can’t help the way I feel about you. God knows I tried.”


    Hadeon fists her hair and drags her lips against his, his tongue seeking hers and stroking it until she whimpers. His cock presses into the curve of her belly and she trembles. The air is sticky with his energy.


    He tears his mouth away, breathless. “You’ve altered my world. It now spins on a different axis. Where there was once me in the world, I now only see you. I would die for you. I would kill to keep you in my life. You are mine, do you understand?”


    She nods, letting his words caress her like a firm touch. “And you’re mine. No one else ever again, Hadeon. No one else will ever be enough, has ever been enough for me. I’ve been waiting for you, and when I couldn’t wait any longer, I sought you out, seeking you in nameless faces and in nameless bodies. I’ve been waiting and painfully aching for what you give me and for what I can give you.”


    Fingers tease under her panties and he slips one inside her. A shiver fans up her stomach.


    “Can you take me again?” he says, hot breath and lips on her cheek then throat.


    Her sex clenches around his thick finger. God, she could take him again, pure painful desire ignoring any residual soreness from the afternoon activities.


    Greedy hands find his sweatpants and pull them down. His cock springs out, the thick head glistening with arousal. Oh, he smells so good, like man, like sweet sex. Eagerness ensues and a primal aching need ignites. He rolls to his knees and pulls off her pajama bottoms and panties in a single sweep, then his own. She shimmies her shirt off, nipples hardening.


    His gaze trails over the concaves of her body as his tongue wets his lips. He is like a beast watching its prey. He lies beside her again, chest to chest, and lifts her leg onto his hip, opening her up. He grips his cock and positions the head at her entrance, sliding it along the length of her, coating him in her slick lust. A ferocious need surges and her clit swells as he teases her. She grips his thick black hair, pulls his lips to hers, and delves into his hot mouth with her tongue.


    Ariana pulls back just long enough to say, “Oh please, God, fuck me.”


    A guttural grumble sounds deep in his chest. He pushes inside her, filling her completely. She tilts her ass back and rocks to meet his next thrust. She grips his hair tighter and his thumb and finger find her nipple, coaxing it, rolling it, setting her body ablaze as he continues to enter her.


    Ariana whimpers against his mouth, swings her pelvis again and again, seeking gluttonous pleasure. She can come already, the third orgasm in a matter of hours. The pressure, the pleasure, builds deep and low, fingers her flesh, fiery and intense.


    “Oh fuck,” she hisses against his throat as she erupts around his dick.


    He lifts her chin, her gaze meeting his as pleasure pulses through her. Hadeon finds his rapture and explodes within her. Breathless, she rocks him deeper, craving his seed.


    The waves eventually subside to a gentle ripple and they fall against each other, muscles weary and pliant. Ariana takes a deep breath through her nose, replenishing her body, and smiles wistfully.


    Hadeon’s lips curl, his eyes burning bright. “I love you,” he whispers, deep and throaty.


    Tears form. Has she ever heard those words whispered before? Has she ever felt the tingling pulses of love emanating so strongly and slipping across her skin, burning a path through her soul? Her chest heaves, and her tummy warms.


    She smoothes a thumb over his cheek and says the words she knows to be truth, “I love you too.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 16


     


    Granny smacks Ariana on the ass. “Pay attention. You’ve only got four days until you leave for Fiore, and we need you to be ready.”


    Ariana grins. “You’re a hard taskmaster, Granny.”


    “And don’t you be forgetting it.”


    “I’ll miss you,” Ariana says.


    Granny smacks her again. “No getting all emotional on me. Now, mind on the task.”


    Ariana grins. “Fine.”


    She turns to face the small jumble of trees behind them. They had to drive the car today to find a spacious location far enough away from the house to perform her spells. So far she has created windstorms to strip the land and conjured storm clouds to rain, thunder, and thrash lightning bolts upon the nearby loch.


    Ariana lifts her hands in the air and points them at the mass of oaks and pines—it’s not a necessary requirement, but it gives her more focus—and recites, “Breath gives and takes life to that which is corporeal. Animate the inanimate, grant breath, move and come alive.”


    A thunderous crack, like the limbs of the trees are being felled all at once, rises around them, echoing off the sky and vast expanse. The row of twelve trees at the front yank their long roots from the ground, as though they are enormous legs, and take a crashing step. Then another. Their branches bend and swing like long, wooden arms.


    Ariana’s eyes widen and she hastens a step back. Another. She tramps on a loose branch lying on the grass and falls onto her ass.


    “Oh, my fucking…”


    Granny cackles, pleasure in her smiling features. “You’ve just performed your first animation spell.”


    “I can very well see that.” The towering trees stride toward her, their thunderous steps pounding.


    “Now remember, you’re their mistress, so control them.”


    Ariana nods and lurches to her feet, her breaths shallow. “Okay, okay.”


    “Strong voice! And I don’t think you should be wasting time unless you want to be crushed.”


    Ariana glares at the trees, wide-eyed, and yells, “Stop!”


    The trees freeze, though their trunks expand and contract with their breaths.


    Ariana shakes her head, mouth gaping. “You,” she says, pointing to a large pine leading the pack. “Bend down and touch the ground.”


    The enormous tree, green spindly leaves, bends from mid-trunk, cracking and crunching, and touches its long branches to its roots.


    “Fuck!” Ariana lets the word stream from between her lips. The trees move toward one another. She flaps her hands in front of her. “Oh no, no, not fuck, not fuck. Stop!”


    Granny is cackling in the background and wiping tears from her eyes.


    Ariana’s lips curl upward. “Okay, I’ve had enough, go back to your forest and take standing position.”


    The trees turn and march back from where they came.


    “Animate reverse, steal breath, take life, and return to the state that is true.”


    The trunks and branches stiffen; roots slip into the soil and grow rigid; breaths exhale, sending leaves swirling and swaying.


    Silence.


    Ariana, panting and shaking, turns to face Granny. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


    Granny laughs. “Well done, lass. Well done.”


    Ariana falls to her knees, muscles weak and depleted. Sweat mists her skin. This amount of magic over a long period of time has robbed her of energy. She lies back on the cool grass, reeling.


    Granny takes a drink bottle from a backpack and hands it to Ariana, along with a handful of nut-like morsels, which restore balance in the body. Ariana sips the water, throws morsel after morsel into her mouth, and lies there waiting for the sensations to pass.


    But there’s a long rustle in the forest, more than from a bird or even a forest animal. The sound grows louder, joined by a deep rumbling chorus of moans. Ariana inclines onto her elbows and peers through the trees.


    Granny stands, her eyes peeled. Something is moving in there—flashes of color within the shadowy depths.


    In the distance, splashes and gushes sound from the loch. Water ripples across the surface. People are climbing out from it, hundreds of them, and scattering across the landscape, their ugly moaning joining with the wind and swirling around her and Granny’s heads.


    Ariana jumps to her feet, though her body is still trembling, still worn-out. “What the hell are they?”


    “Can’t be,” Granny says, her head shaking in disbelief.


    The bodies run, swaggering. Ripped clothes and bloodied flesh. Eyes white and dead. “Fucking zombies?” screams Ariana. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!”


    “Corpse Thieves, lass. They must’ve been hiding in the loch. Run!” Granny screams. “As fast as you can back to the house. Get the Warriors. I’ll handle this.”


    “No way. I’m not leaving you.”


    “I can handle it,” roars Granny.


    “No. I’m staying.”


    Ariana sends a firework from her fingertips high into the sky, and it soars the distance to the house, letting the Warriors know there’s trouble. They are so far away from the house and have the car with them; it could take at least ten minutes for the Warriors to get here, even if they sprint the entire way.


    She faces the Corpse Thieves, her chest heaving. Adrenalin sparks in her body anew and eats away some of the weariness. Their rotting flesh and deathly moaning make her heart clang. A scream is trapped in her throat; she wants desperately to hurl it from between her lips, then curl into a ball and cry until it is all over. But when there are fifty haggard, rotting bodies trouncing toward her, that isn’t an option. Water sluices down their limbs, wet clothes clinging to their blackened flesh.


    “How do we stop Corpse Thieves?”


    “Any spell that will explode the body. That’s the only way to release the soul,” Granny says in a trembling voice.


    Ariana nods. She breathes deeply, mentally scrolling through her menu of spells, but with her energy wasted, she doesn’t know if she will be able to master them sufficiently.


    A barrier?


    “A circle around to protect with strength, nothing can enter or penetrate.”


    The grass ignites, drawing a vast circle around them.


    The zombies run over it.


    “They’re dead. A barrier spell doesn’t stop the dead,” says Granny.


    “Fuck it!”


    They’re so close she can smell their decomposing flesh, rancid like roadkill. Granny’s arms are flailing as she flings invisible force at each Corpse Thief, chanting words low under her breath. Bodies explode, flesh splitting and rocketing around them. Blackened streams, like dark steam, rise from the mess and swirl in the air around their heads. Ariana shudders as their evil energy pulses in the atmosphere.


    Ariana joins in on the spell, nowhere near as fast as Granny, but she keeps going until she is on her knees, dizzy. And still they come, their moans chorusing and piercing her body with dread. The Thieves are dominating in numbers, penetrating closer and closer.


    The trees.


    Ariana casts the animation spell, though it coils pain deep in her belly, like all remaining life force is deserting her. The trees stretch and yawn, great branches as arms, and deep rooted trunks, now legs, spring forth.


    The world is spinning around her head.


    Stay focused, Ariana.


    “Use those legs and arms, and crush the Corpse Thieves,” she screams, though her voice is ragged.


    The trees take action, hundreds of them, stomping on the bodies, once, twice, flesh squishing beneath their heavy limbs. Granny continues to fling force, blowing bodies apart.


    Heavy feet break through the pack and rampage at her. Through swirling, darkened vision, she blows the Corpse Thief apart, chunks flying at her. Wet droplets splash over her. She wipes at her face and lips. “Yuck,” she hisses, spitting on the grass.


    Ariana, so woozy, raises her head to look at the scene. Hundreds of decaying Corpse Thieves charging at them. The trees destroy many before they can break through the forest, but there seems to be an endless, unstoppable parade. Her chest heaves and stomach clenches, yet still she flings magic at them, one after another.


    One breaks through and is heading for Granny, its disconnected jaw flapping as it wails a mournful tune.


    “Watch out!” Ariana screams.


    Granny twirls and blows it apart, but another shoulders through, and another. So close, its howls are ear-splitting, its jaw clacking and teeth grinding.


    Ariana falls backward onto the grass as it dives at her, but she casts a spell off and is bombarded, not with tugging teeth, but cold, wet chunks of flesh and bone, and graying brain matter.


    Granny’s cries rupture the air. Ariana snaps her head around. The Corpse Thief has Granny’s neck between its teeth and tears out a chunk, veins and blood sluicing around her.


    “No,” Ariana screams, but then another is on Granny, its snapping teeth ripping her apart.


    Ariana tenses all over, fights against her heavy-as-the-dead muscles, and jumps to her feet. She conjures wind. Great big gusts of it swirl around her, growing heavier, thicker, like a hurricane. Hair wisps around her face, her clothes flap against her, and still she grows the storm until it fulminates fierce wind. She pushes it out and hurls it at the Corpse Thieves, trees, grass, and everything in existence. Bodies and branches, leaves and dust, soar through the air backward, further and further away. She continues to gust with all she has, with everything she is, with all that is around her, until the world turns black and she falls onto the ground, trembling, heaving, and gasping for life.

  


  
     


    Chapter 17


     


    Strong hands wrap around Ariana and lift her into the air. She struggles, remnants of fear aching in her bones. She tries to speak, but only a whimper comes forth from between her cracked lips.


    “I’ve got you.”


    Oh God, Hadeon’s voice is like heaven in her ears. Tears sting her eyes.


    “It’s over.”


    He bundles her into the car and she rests on his lap, her head against his chest. The car roars to life and blackness finds her, a thick blanket she welcomes.


    Ariana doesn’t wake again until she is back at the house, in her bed, and a strong cup of bitter tea is being pressed to her lips.


    “Drink,” says Hadeon.


    She drinks it down, coughing and spluttering.


    All sounds and light fade.


    It’s dark when Ariana is awoken by footsteps. Heavy breathing. She is trembling. It’s so cold, her teeth clatter against each other.


    “Grab me a wet face-washer,” comes Hadeon’s urgent voice through the thick fog.


    Hadeon sits beside her and pats the face-washer over her forehead. It’s like ice against her skin, and she shakes more violently and scratches for the blankets. But he pulls them away, along with her sweatpants. He opens the window, allowing cold air to billow into the room.


    “Come on, flower, we’ve got to get that temperature down. I know it feels cold, but you’re burning up like fire.”


    Reid strides in with another cup of tea and hands it to Hadeon.


    Hadeon touches it to her quivering lips. “Take a sip,” he says, voice gentle, yet strained. It grips her tight in her belly.


    “What’s wrong with me?” she whimpers. Ariana tries to lift her head, but she has no strength and every muscle aches.


    “You just need your strength back, Ariana. Here, take a sip. Please.”


    She sucks at the tea, allowing the cool drops to slide into her mouth.


    * * * *


    Light streams through the curtains, reaching Ariana as she sleeps. The sensation of a hot, hard body is beside her.


    She smiles.


    Hadeon.


    Ariana looks around the sunlit room and turns to face him.


    He stirs and opens his bloodshot eyes. “Ariana,” he whispers, his voice weak from sleep.


    “Hi.”


    “How are you feeling?”


    Her stomach is wracked with pain. It growls. “Starving.”


    Hadeon smiles. His shoulders slope forward as relief overcomes him. “That’s a good answer.”


    Ariana rolls onto her back again and stares up at the ceiling. “How’s Granny?” She can’t look at him.


    A long pause. “We couldn’t save her,” he says gently.


    Her chest burns and throat tightens. “I tried to destroy them, but there were so many of them. One was ripping at her neck…” Her sentence breaks off with a sob.


    “I know you did everything you could. Hell, you almost killed yourself in the process.”


    She rolls into him, pushing her face against his chest, and cries. Her heart aches terribly. “Is this how it’s going to be? Constant attacks? Loved ones dying?”


    Hadeon strokes his hand along her back and rests his chin on her head. “Soon it’ll be over. Soon. I promise.”


    * * * *


    Ariana lays a bunch of wild lilac orchids on Granny’s grave and whispers her goodbyes. She wipes at her cheeks with her palms and falls back into Hadeon’s embrace.


    Though their voyage has been delayed to allow Ariana time to fully recover, the day they are to leave has arrived. The house is emptied and locked, and the next part of their journey is on foot across the harsh landscape of the Highlands. Some Warriors have gone first to ensure the way is safe and others will follow a distance behind to pick off any unwanted pursuers.


    Hadeon will accompany Ariana to the gates of Fiore, and he will go through them with her. But a lone woman traveling with a group of men through Fiore would only draw the attention of the Sun Queen, so she will not see the other Warriors again until they are reunited at the Spring Blossom Palace.

  


  
     


    Chapter 18


     


    Ariana stares at the single boulder, about six feet wide and three feet high, conspicuous in the empty green field. Bitterly cold wind wisps against her.


    Her forehead wrinkles as she frowns. “This is it? This is the gate?”


    Hadeon tilts his head back and laughs. “The rock isn’t the gate. It’s a reference so we know where the gate is.”


    “So where’s the gate then?”


    Again Hadeon laughs. “Impatience will get you nowhere.”


    She places her hands on her hips and scowls. “I’m quite happy to turn around and forget Fiore ever existed, if that suits you better.”


    He paws her waist and pulls her close, her chest flush to his hard frame. He cups her face with his hands and presses his lips to hers. “I know this is a huge deal. I know you’re scared—not that you’ll admit it, and that’s fine.” His lips curl. “I do find courage a turn on. But I’m here. I’ll be with you the entire way. And I have complete faith in you.”


    Ariana sinks against him, wanting to prolong this moment where it is only the two of them firmly on planet Earth and nothing else matters, not the spell book, not Fiore, nothing. “I don’t know what to expect.”


    “And I can’t predict how it will be for you. I admit, the path through to Fiore can be terrifying if you don’t trust me when I tell you that you will not be harmed.”


    Ariana stiffens in his arms. “What the hell does that mean?”


    “I wouldn’t let you do this if you were going to be hurt in any way.”


    She shakes her head and tries to push away from him, but he holds her tighter.


    “I’m just trying to mentally prepare you.”


    “For what? What the hell are we going to be doing?”


    Hadeon points at a circular pond a little way ahead of them, no bigger than ten feet in diameter. The surface is flat and black, indicating the sheer depth of it.


    Her eyes narrow. “What? That’s our way to Fiore?”


    Hadeon nods.


    A laugh of disbelief bursts from her mouth. “We swim there?”


    “In a way.”


    “But it’s fucking freezing. There’s no way I’m getting in there.”


    “It’s only the initial shock of the cold that hurts, after that your body will numb itself.”


    She shoves against his chest and backs away, shaking her head. “No way. And what do we do once we’re in the water anyway?”


    “We swim downward.”


    “And?”


    “Let the rest take care of itself. All you need to concern yourself with is making sure you don’t panic. You need to preserve as much oxygen as you can, because it’s a long drop before we get to the depths we need. And the cold water may shock the oxygen from your lungs.”


    Ariana’s hands shake. “I can’t do that.” She backs away another pace, another.


    “I have complete confidence in you. It’s only a sliver of time, and then we’ll be there, in Fiore, and you’ll never have to do it again.”


    Her brows arch high. “Why does it have to be hard like this? I thought you were going to tell me we had to open some weird portal and step through, or that my necklace had to be rubbed in a certain way and it would transport us to Fiore. I didn’t expect to be plunging into negative zero ponds and dropping to unknown depths while trying not to panic as I wait for whatever the fuck is going to happen.”


    Hadeon’s mouth twitches into a grin. He touches his fingers to the necklace. “This is the connective tissue between Earth and Fiore. It has allowed you to perform Fioren magic while on Earth. While in Fiore, it will allow you to understand and speak our language, but you will no longer need it for spells. The necklace definitely doesn’t open portals.”


    “You don’t speak English in Fiore?” she asks, eyebrows arching high.


    He shakes his head. “No.”


    “What if it doesn’t work with me?”


    He grins. “Trust me, it works. I’ve not spoken one word of English to you, nor have the Warriors, since we arrived in Scotland. Each spell has been written in Fioren, and when you’ve recited them, you’ve naturally used your native tongue.”


    “I didn’t even realize.”


    Hadeon spins her and unclasps the necklace. He wraps it in cloth, carries it a few hundred feet away, and lays it on the grass. When back by her side, he speaks, but it is merely a series of clicks and sounds she has no words to describe, for on Earth they don’t even exist.


    Ariana gasps, shakes her head. “Stop it.”


    He smiles and cuddles her to him again. “You get the point?” he says in English.


    She nods.


    Hadeon retrieves the necklace and clasps it around her neck. “Come on, we must get this over with. Hanging outside of the entry point is dangerous.”


    Ariana glares into the deep black lake. Nerves tingle in her guts and squeeze at her heart. “You promise me I’ll be safe?”


    He takes her hand. “Yes, I absolutely promise. You must trust me. Everything will be okay, no matter how much you feel that it won’t.”


    This does not fill her with confidence. In fact, it fucking terrifies her, and her body trembles anew.


    Fixing his gaze on her, he says, “Trust me.”


    She nods. That’s one thing she can do in this moment. “I trust you.”


    “Good.”


    Still holding her hand, he walks her to the edge of the pond. “Now take a deep breath and try to hold it as much as you can as the cold hits you. Then relax. I’m going to lead us down. Just kick your legs slowly. Don’t worry about your arms, just keep a hold of my hand. I’ll pull you down.”


    Eyeing the black surface, terror gripping her tight, she manages a sharp nod.


    “Ready?” he asks.


    She nods. “Ready.”


    “On the count of three, then jump. One. Two. Three.”


    She breathes in deeply, jumps, and plunges feet first into the pond alongside Hadeon. The water is like a knife scraping the flesh from her bones as she tunnels deep into the icy water. The shock is torturous, and despite her best attempts, her body squeezes all breath from her lungs until it is but bubbles popping around her face.


    Hadeon tugs on her hand, pulling her to face downward. It snaps her out of her own thoughts and briefly distracts her from the freezing cold leaching into her skin. Her eyes spring open as she navigates her way in the thick blackness, turning her body and kicking her legs so she can follow Hadeon’s lead. His hand grips tighter as he heads toward the bottom of the pond.


    Lightly kicking her legs, though her muscles are starting to seize, they descend further into the blackness. The cold is unbearable. Ariana looks behind her to see the last remnants of buttery light shining through the surface. Her lungs are already screaming for oxygen, painfully aching. She looks back at Hadeon, feeling a little frantic.


    He nods and points into the blackness. But she can’t see an end in sight. What exactly are they swimming toward anyway? And still they keep descending deeper and deeper.


    The wintry water is reaching her deep in her bones. Her muscles are sore and heavy, sometimes seizing as she kicks against the water. Black stars form behind her eyes, darkening her vision. When her diaphragm convulses, her heart speeds up, despite the cold water wanting to slow everything down.


    Again she looks up to the surface and back to Hadeon. She yanks at his hand, desperate now for air. She can’t go any further. Her body screams at her to take a breath. Her diaphragm convulses again, begging for reprieve. She squeezes her lips together, shaking her head. Again she yanks on Hadeon’s hand, but he continues swimming her downward. The black spots darken and grow bigger.


    I’m going to die.


    Absolute panic clutches her. She kicks against Hadeon with any remaining strength she has and yanks on his arm, begging for him to help her breathe.


    Another convulsion.


    There is something coming from below. A glow. Her attention fixes on it. Out from the depths comes an illuminated form—incandescent greens and blues and gold. So ethereal, to look at it feels like her heart is breaking in two. She momentarily forgets her struggle and watches with wonder as this light comes closer.


    So close now, she can see the form the light takes—a little boy. He smiles at her as he lifts his small hand toward her face.


    Her diaphragm shutters again, so painful this time she compulsively opens her mouth to gasp for air. And just as her lips fall open, the boy’s finger presses hard on her forehead and all light falls away.


    Imagine the body disappearing and remaining is only consciousness. Sound is gone, sight, all the perceptions the body and brain uses—completely gone. There’s no breath, no heartbeat, just an expanse of nothingness and singular consciousness.


    But this only lasts for a second, half a second even, and the body returns, along with all perceptions in a loud, colorful blast.


    Ariana gasps as she steps on blades of white grass. Hadeon still has her hand, but it feels different…firmer, warmer. She drags air into her lungs. She coughs and bends, hands on knees.


    Hadeon lifts her upright. “Just relax. Nice and easy breaths.”


    She nods as she attempts to calm herself. But her eyes widen when she looks at Hadeon’s face. He’s different.


    “What’s going on?” she asks.


    He rubs up and down her back. “Close your eyes.”


    She does.


    “Concentrate on breathing. We’ll get to the rest soon enough.”


    The warm, soupy air, smelling slightly of vanilla sugar and damp earth, slides down her throat and into her lungs. Again and again, she allows it easy access until her blood is saturated with Fioren oxygen.


    She calms, breathing easy, and looks again at her surroundings. It’s so bright and warm, all traces of the freezing loch gone. She is dry.


    “I made it?” she asks.


    Hadeon nods.


    Her legs collapse underneath her and she crumbles to the white grass below.


    “I don’t understand what happened. I thought I was dying. I couldn’t breathe.”


    Hadeon crouches beside her. “You need to lose your earthly consciousness before you can even begin to perceive Fiore.”


    “Who was that boy? I did see him, didn’t I? Or was I hallucinating?”


    “He’s the guide between worlds. He re-opens your senses so you can perceive Fiore.”


    “Fuck!” she says, shaking her head. “That was horrifying.”


    “Yes, but in the end a mere illusion.”


    She inclines her face to him, squinting. “An illusion?”


    “The water isn’t real. It’s an illusion designed to allow you to let go of your consciousness.”


    Her breaths come harder, her heart racing again. Not out of fear, but anger. “Why the hell didn’t you just tell me it was an illusion?”


    He shakes his head. “It wouldn’t have made any difference. The mind cannot tell the difference between what is real and what is illusory.”


    “Well, from now on you can keep your freakin’ illusions to yourself.”


    Hadeon laughs as he stands and reaches out his hand for her. She grabs it and he lifts her from the ground.


    They are on the peak of a small hill surrounded by a valley. Similar to the picture in the spell book—white grass dotted with vibrantly colored plants and flowers. She looks up into the sky, so bright she has to squint. The sky is red, the clouds pink, and there are three red crescent moons in different phases shining brightly even though the vivid red sun is glimmering down on them, coating her skin with a searing warmth.


    “Amazing,” she whispers.


    She looks at Hadeon, grinning wide now that the fear of traveling here is subsiding and the pleasure of finally being in Fiore takes over. His appearance hits her. How unbelievably different he is, soft and fuzzy, flawless as though he’s a photoshopped picture. His skin is rich and darkly tanned, no blemishes, and those long, square features and angles of his face have gentled, though his nose is still a little crooked. His eyes are luminous and a lighter brown, appearing like molten caramel. Ariana’s mouth drops open.


    She lifts her hand to his face and runs her fingers down the smooth slope of his cheek, over his jaw, feeling the stubble under her fingertips, down his neck. “What the…”


    Hadeon smiles and it’s as though the sun has just come out—mesmerizing.


    “You’re so fucking sexy,” she says.


    The brown of his eyes darkens, and his brow furrows, but with none of the harshness she is used to seeing. “Enough,” he says. “We’ve got a job to do.”


    She nods. “Right. Yes. Of course.”


    Ariana takes a labored step, another. This gravity will be difficult to get used to; it compresses her frame.


    She peers up at Hadeon. “Oh my…this place is so beautiful.”


    He nods. “But it doesn’t all look like this. The Sun Queen is scorching it. Her burning tendrils haven’t touched this side of Fiore yet, but it won’t be long.”


    Ariana shudders. Seeing it in the flesh, the aesthetically wondrous place, makes losing it all the more personal. “I just can’t quite grasp that this is real. Everything has a kind of shimmer and a haziness that makes it feel like I’m dreaming.” She looks up at his face again. “And you…I can’t get used to seeing you like this.” Tears prick her eyes. “I’m a little overwhelmed. I’m sorry,” she says, wiping at her cheeks.


    Hadeon strokes her face and slides a long strand of hair behind her ear. “You need to be strong. We’ve no time for adjustments. We only have six months until your birthday. You need to be at the Spring Blossom Palace by then.”


    Her lips part. The sensation of his fingers touching her face embed her cheek with fiery bliss. “Oh, that feels amazing,” she whispers. She takes his big hand and rolls it between hers, relishing the warmth and sensation tingling through her fingertips, palms, and up her arm. “Why does it feel so good?”


    Hadeon’s eyes are half-closed in a long, lazy blink. He breathes in deeply, chest expanding. “It’s just the way it is here. I’d forgotten…”


    Her lips find his; plush warmth coats her mouth and drizzles down her throat. “Unbelievable,” she moans against him as her tongue finds entrance between those lips and slides across his satiny tongue, savoring each and every enhanced sensation. Her sex clenches.


    Hadeon snaps back, chest heaving. “Stop! Come on. We need to get out of the open.”


    Ariana shakes her head. “God. What is it with this place?”


    “It’s just how Fiore is.”


    She smiles wide. “I like it.”


    He grins. “Of course you do. It’s home.”


    Hadeon grips her hand and leads her down the luscious white hill. They walk for hours. Every muscle and joint is aching. The gravity is taking its toll. Even when Hadeon carries Ariana on his back for a mile or so, she finds no reprieve.


    Under the shade of a cluster of navy-blue trunked trees with aqua leaves, Ariana jumps off Hadeon’s back and slides her arms out of her backpack. Angrily, she throws it to the ground. It feels like a bee or an ant has crawled under her shirt and stung repeatedly across her back. Tears cling to her cheeks.


    Ariana lifts her shirt off, takes off her bra, and whimpers. “What’s on my back?”


    Hadeon grimaces. “Put your shirt back on now!”


    She squirms, trying to look over her shoulder down to her back, but it’s impossible to see. “But what’s there? Has something bitten me? Have I had an allergic reaction to something?”


    He grabs her shirt out of her hand and starts to dress her.


    She slides her arms in and winces as he pulls it down. “Oh God, it hurts so much.”


    “You have to keep yourself covered,” Hadeon growls.


    “Okay, okay. I will. But please tell me, what the hell is it?”


    Hadeon lowers his voice. “Your House symbol has started to come in.”


    Ariana gasps. “What? A tattoo?”


    He nods.


    “I didn’t know girls got them. I thought it was only men.”


    He places both hands on her shoulders. “Royal girls get them too. It’s like a proof stamp of your lineage. So we must be careful. No one can see that. Not until we get you home.”


    “Why?”


    “They’ll know you’re a royal and they’ll kill you. We don’t want the Sun Queen knowing you’re alive…yet.”


    Ariana shudders. “What?”


    Hadeon grips her wrist and pulls her down to the grass with him. He takes out a water bottle and some food. “Here,” he says, handing them to her. “The Sun Queen wanted not only your parents dead, but any offspring that could lay future claim to the crown. She would’ve stopped at nothing to see you eliminated. It was decided that the safest place for you would be hidden away on Earth—the only other world with a similar atmosphere to Fiore, where a child could survive. So when you were six months old, Granny smuggled you out of Fiore.”


    Ariana gasps. “Granny?”


    Hadeon nods. “She took you to Scotland and made a home for you there. Rumor soon told of where you were hidden and the Sun Queen sent feelers out seeking the truth. So Granny sent you away, where no one would ever find you. Eventually the rumors subsided and Fiore and the Sun Queen believed that you were dead.”


    “But you knew where I was?”


    Hadeon nods. “I’ve been training my entire life for you—to bring you home safely.”


    She shakes her head and mouths no.


    “And I won’t rest until I’ve done exactly that.”


    “I—I don’t understand. Why now? Why the book?”


    “The book has been in the Spring Blossom’s safekeeping for thousands of years. Just as we started making plans to bring you home, it found you.”


    “This is all so surreal.”


    “It’s going to get very real, very quickly.”


    * * * *


    Ariana can barely place one foot in front of the other. The ground feels like thick, sticky mud trying to pull her down into its depths, and concurrently, a weight above is forcing her there too. Hadeon carries her bag, because it is too heavy, but also because her back is burning from the tattoo scoring her skin from underneath. For the last two hours, her belly has been sore too, like the tip of a sharp blade is scratching across her skin.


    Hadeon grips her hand tightly, pulling her alongside him. “We’ll be able to rest for the night just over this hill. There’s a seaside village.”


    They march up the sloping white landscape to the top of the hill. The warm breeze blows her hair across her face, offering relief from the scorching sun, still hot even though it’s setting. The air has a different scent, not of brine, but of spices—cardamom and cinnamon. She shivers.


    “This is where Gaius came from?” She knows from the smell, a scent once deliciously aromatic to her, but now sickens her stomach.


    Hadeon nods. “Silver Shores. The home of Shifters.”


    Silver Shores is a long way from Ireland, but Gaius had her fooled with his phony accent and tales of home.


    “They can shift in and out of sight as they please,” Hadeon continues. “So remember that when we get to town. You never know who’s watching.”


    As they approach the summit, there are glimpses of the bay. Little blue timber houses with small white lawns cluster near the shoreline of the shiny silver ocean and a beach of red glasslike pebbles glinting under the red sun. An orange haze drifts over the seaside town, making the quaint houses appear luminescent.


    “I see why it’s called Silver Shores,” Ariana says as she scans the scene.


    “If anyone asks, you’re my cousin. I’m bringing you from Romark and escorting you to Pursia to stay with your aunt.”


    Ariana nods.


    “I have a friend here. He and his wife should be able to take us in for the night.”


    “Can we trust him?”


    Hadeon doesn’t even hesitate with his answer. “No. Until you are safely at home, we trust no one.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 19


     


    Hadeon knocks on the faded blue door as shadows have stretched across the landscape, turning the grass an eerie gray and the silvery ocean black. A dull red glow creeps with the wind, winding through and around the compacted houses.


    A short man, no taller than Ariana and no higher than Hadeon’s chest, answers the door. “Hadeon? My. How long has it been?”


    “Years.”


    “And who is this?” he asks, his gaze flickering over Ariana’s face.


    “My cousin, Ariana.”


    He takes her hand in a quick shake. “I’m Paulao. I’m sure Hadeon’s mentioned we went to school together.”


    Ariana nods. “He has. Good to meet you.”


    Paulao gestures inside with a sweeping arm movement. “Please, come in. You look exhausted, Ariana.”


    “Um—”


    “We’ve been spending the day exploring the hills. We’re stopping in on our way through to Pursia,” says Hadeon. “Ariana’s going to spend some time with her extended family.”


    “Wonderful.”


    Inside is dimly lit with yellow wax candles, flickering with bright red flames. Ariana looks around at the timber walls and floors and the combustion oven—Fiore is like stepping back in time.


    Paulao gestures for them to sit at the kitchen table. “Tea?”


    Ariana nods.


    “Yes. Thank you,” Hadeon says, appearing enormous in the tiny kitchen as he sits on a small timber-framed chair.


    “My wife shouldn’t be too long. She’s gone to collect supplies for her classes tomorrow.”


    “I did hear that you married a teacher.”


    Paulao nods. There’s a dull sadness in his eyes. “And what about you, Ariana? What’s your assignment?”


    Ariana opens her mouth, only to snap it shut.


    “She’s yet to turn twenty-one,” says Hadeon.


    Paulao places a cup of tea in front of them both. “Ah, still only a young flower.”


    “Flower?” says Hadeon.


    Paulao’s eyebrows arch high as he addresses Ariana directly. “Surely you’re a Spring Blossom, are you not?”


    Hadeon grimaces. “No. She’s from Romark. Though, it’s been predicted she’ll be assigned as a gardener when her birthday arrives. Perhaps that’s something to do with the similarity?”


    Paulao’s brows lift subtly then fall back into place. He shrugs. “Perhaps.”


    * * * *


    The night is thick and has settled like a black tent over the town by the time Paulao’s wife, Rissa, returns. She’s tall. Taller than Paulao, with long, gangly limbs and fingers. But what are strange are her pale gray irises. So gray they almost appear white. Ariana wraps her arms around her middle and shudders.


    Rissa is mostly silent as they eat dinner, her attention always on her plate. The only time she offers anything is when asked a direct question, and even then her voice is so soft it’s barely audible. Ariana shivers on more than a few occasions when Rissa lifts her ghostly gaze from her plate and stares—such desolation emanates from her.


    After dinner, they are shown to their room and Ariana goes to the bathroom for a shower. She stands in front of the mirror, which hangs above a small sink. On the back wall is a shower with a short copper showerhead. Nothing else. Barely room to spin a circle.


    This is the first time Ariana has seen her reflection since they arrived. But as she takes in her reflection, it’s not Ariana staring back. Not exactly.


    Her head reels. She leans against the sink for balance. She draws a breath in as she stares at her hands then dares to look again at the mirror.


    She touches her cheeks, proportionate, soft, rounded lines and plush-pink accentuated cheekbones. Her top lip bows prettily, the bottom full and lush. Her eyes shine, crisp apple green, big and round. Her long sable hair is silky, luminous, and her skin is flawless.


    I’m beautiful.


    Ariana lifts her shirt off. The pain in her back and stomach has subsided, and she has been aching to see what the tattoos look like.


    Ariana pulls down her shorts and panties and peers at her naked reflection. She covers her mouth with her hand to muffle a gasp. She turns her back to the mirror and looks over her shoulder at the reflected image. Her entire back, once flawless tanned flesh, is a writhing, curling mass of spring blossoms in pinks and whites, brown branches, and young plump buds.


    She spins back to face the mirror to see the swirling mass of blossoms creeping along the curve of her stomach, up around her breasts, and spreading across the fullness as though cupping her. The imagery is stunning, vivid, as it breathes and pulses under her skin. But she doesn’t know how she feels about having her skin permanently marked in such a conspicuous way.


    With a trembling hand she touches a flower. Heat pulses against her fingertip and within her body. Strangely erotic, like she’s squeezed a nipple between her thumb and finger. She sucks a breath of air in as she traces along a branch. Her skin is still smooth, but the sensations are intense.


    The door creaks and opens. Ariana’s heart thumps and she tries to haphazardly cover herself. “I’m in here.”


    A head pops around the door, a gray desolate glare. Then Rissa’s head disappears behind the door and she slams it shut. Ariana runs to it and locks it. Though she thought she had already done that.


    She turns on the taps, washes herself extra fast, dresses, and creeps down to the room where she will be spending the night with Hadeon. Ariana slides in through the door, shuts it quietly behind her, and leans against it.


    Hadeon, already showered, is lying on the bed, hands behind his head. He looks enormous on the small mattress.


    “Rissa saw me,” she whispers.


    Hadeon sits up. “What do you mean?”


    Ariana paces to him and sits down. “Naked. She saw my flowers.”


    Hadeon stills. “Are you certain?”


    Ariana nods. “Of course I’m certain. She looked straight at me when I was about to hop in the shower.”


    He sighs.


    “What’s wrong with that woman? She scares the hell out of me.”


    “Paulao pulled me aside earlier. A couple of months ago she went to Spring Blossom Palace for supplies. He thinks she was attacked on her way home by the Sun Queen.”


    “Attacked how?”


    “He’s not entirely certain, but he thinks some of her soul was stolen or a spell of some type was cast upon her. She can still function at the most basic level, but she’s a shell. Paulao says there are thousands upon thousands of people this has happened to. And many Enchantresses have been found dead with their hearts removed. He thinks the Sun Queen is using the souls and eating the hearts to increase her power somehow.”


    Ariana rubs the back of her neck. “Horrible. Disgusting. How can she do that?”


    Hadeon shakes his head. “That’s the Sun Queen. She’s ruthless. More so every day that passes. Paulao is distraught. He’s lost his wife.”


    “How terrible for him.”


    “So I’m thinking it may not be so dangerous that Rissa knows. Perhaps she didn’t even register what it means for you to have those markings.”


    Ariana shrugs. “Maybe. What good would it do her to tell the Sun Queen about me anyway? Surely it’s in their best interest that I make my way home and do what I can to stop the Sun Queen.”


    Hadeon squeezes his lips together for a moment, then says, “We’ll leave as soon as it’s sunlight.”


    Frowning, Ariana nods. Hadeon lies back on the bed and holds his arms out for her. She climbs to his side and cuddles into his warm, protective body, her ass perfectly fitting against his thighs.


    “Sleep. You’ll need it,” he says and kisses her head.


    “I love you,” she says, words weighted with weariness.


    He wraps an arm around her tighter. “I love you too.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 20


     


    Ariana awakens to a sound—like a shuffling or a rubbing of material on material. She opens her senses to the dim room. Through her sleepy haze she stares into pale blue eyes framed by a man’s face twisted in desperation.


    Paulao. He is standing beside the bed. He wields a knife, blade pointed down, perched a few feet above her and speeding toward her chest.


    Ariana screams.


    An arm juts out from behind, and a heavy shadow springs over her. A sputtering, choking sound and a futile effort to suck in air fills the silence.


    Ariana scrabbles to her feet and recoils against the wall at the end of the bed. Hadeon is crouching above the limp body of Paulao, his hand clamped to his neck like a lion capturing a gazelle.


    But another shadow slinks in unannounced. Rissa. She’s whispering quick words.


    A spell.


    Ariana’s heart thumps faster.


    She needs to stop her. Ariana springs to her feet, runs along the mattress, and dives off the bed directly on top of Rissa. Air whooshes from between Rissa’s lips as her lungs are depleted of their life force.


    Ariana clamps a straining hand against Rissa’s mouth. “Don’t speak,” she says. “Shut up.”


    A piercing pain slices through her palm. Ariana tries to pull away, but Rissa’s teeth have clamped down hard.


    Ariana summons a burning flame onto a fingertip of her free hand. She holds it under Rissa’s jaw until it singes her flesh. Rissa gasps, releases her dogged clinched jaw, and Ariana yanks her hand away.


    Rissa punches and claws at Ariana’s face and chants again. Ariana summons energy from within, pulls it from without, and centers it in her arm. It explodes from her fist as she punches Rissa’s cheek. Rissa’s eyes roll back and her head slumps to the side.


    Ariana rolls off of her, panting, and fumbles with a candle, lighting it with her finger. The room illuminates, though it’s dull.


    “Why, Paulao?” hisses Hadeon, his hand still tight over his throat.


    Tears are streaming down Paulao’s face, dripping onto the timber floor.


    “I thought if I killed her, and took her to the queen, she’d give Rissa her soul back,” he says, voice weak, choked.


    “How could you?”


    A sob rattles Paulao’s chest. “She’s my wife. I just want her back.”


    Hadeon frowns, his face lined with furrows. “Oh, Paulao. Surely there are other means,” he says, thick regret dripping from his words. “You know I have to kill you and Rissa now.” Such sorrow.


    Paulao’s eyes bulge, and he tries to shake his head. “No. No, you don’t.”


    Hadeon nods. “I do. I can’t trust you. You’ve proven that.”


    Paulao kicks his legs, his arms flailing. His body flashes—one second he’s visible, the next he isn’t. Back and forth, until Hadeon locks his hands on either side of Paulao’s head and snaps his neck.


    Silence.


    He strides to Rissa and does the same.


    Ariana’s mouth is parted; she is unable to say a word. Horror and disbelief stutters her heart and her muscles tremble.


    “Get dressed and pack your gear,” Hadeon says, not meeting her gaze.


    She scrabbles through her bag and dresses in a tunic-type dress Granny had made in a Fioren style, then packs her bag and slings it over her back.


    Hadeon grabs her hand, pulls her toward the door, and knocks the candle to the floor on their way out. Flames lick across the timber and catch on the bodies. He slams the door shut and doesn’t speak until they are at the edge of the blackened waters, trudging across glassy stones toward a wharf.


    Did that really just happen? Are there two bodies exploding into fiery lights as flames consume them?


    Ariana’s throat burns and her chest squeezes.


    “You need to heal that palm or it will get infected. Your body wouldn’t be immune to the bacteria we have here,” says Hadeon.


    Ariana holds her shaking palm up. A flap of skin has been bitten loose and blood streaks her hand and wrist. The pain is excruciating. “But I’ll faint. We’ll be delayed for hours.”


    “It’s not a big enough wound for you to faint.”


    Blue plumes of smoke billow upward into the black sky, turning it an eerie violet as it blends with the red moons’ rays. She’ll never be able to forget the sickly, smoky-sweet scent.


    She shakes her head. Tears are streaking her cheeks. She wipes them away. “I don’t know why you had to k—”


    Hadeon presses his finger to her lips, stopping her words. He stares at her hard. “Shifter territory.”


    Ariana sniffles as she nods.


    “Now, sort that wound out.”


    Ariana scans the rocky shore for a seat, but settles on sitting where she stands. Hadeon crouches beside her.


    Facing her palm upward, she whispers, “Of love and life that burns within. Use that flame to solder and mend. Make broken flesh and bones whole again.”


    She winces and grits her teeth. Pain burns across her palm—cruel stinging. Her head is woozy and bright lights twinkle in her vision. She falls forward into Hadeon’s strong arms, panting. And then the pain subsides, tingles up her arm, and away into the atmosphere. Her palm tickles as the wound threads together, skin melding with skin, reddening, then softens until her flesh is almost flawless, aside from a faint pink line in the shape of teeth.


    Ariana straightens, a little flushed. “Damn, that hurts like a mother-fucker.”


    Hadeon’s lips curl. “Not as much as an infection.”


    He takes her hand and helps her from the rocky beach. He points toward a long timber berth thrusting out into the silvery sea. A large vessel is docked—curved timber sides, tall masts, and white billowy sails.


    “We need to get on that,” he says.


    Ariana stares at the ship then looks back at Hadeon. “What?”


    “It will be our safest route home.”


    Ariana swallows, her stomach already swooning. “I really don’t do well on boats.”


    Hadeon peers behind her toward the burning house. There are yells and commotion as people wake. “We don’t have time to argue about this.” He grabs her hand and pulls her toward the wharf.


    “Fine,” she says, shuffling to keep up.

  


  
     


    Chapter 21


     


    Ariana can’t stop staring at the captain of the ship—she’s simply stunning, with long, flowing blonde hair falling down her back in waves and over her shoulders to hang just above her ample breasts. Breasts which are emphasized by a low slung peasant shirt and hips accentuated in her tight, long pants. Her lips are full, succulently pink, and she has piercing blue eyes.


    She’s mesmerizing.


    Ariana shakes her head. God, what is it with this place?


    She glances sidelong at Hadeon to gauge his reaction, but his face is expressionless as he negotiates their voyage. But how? If she is a woman and is getting hot watching the captain, what must he, a man, be feeling? Unfamiliar anger froths in her guts and swamps her bloodstream. She clutches Hadeon’s arm and steps closer to him. He peers at her for a brief moment with narrowed eyes, which are darkening. She doesn’t heed his reproval and instead grips tighter.


    The captain, Searana, nods approval and directs them onboard. The other ship hands present themselves. All equally as beautiful as the captain. Ariana’s chest tightens. An entire trip with this harem of beauties will be torture.


    They grab their gear and follow a liquorice-haired goddess down below the deck. They have to climb down narrow, steep steps into a dim cavern where there are a number of rooms sprouting off of a thin hall. All the floors and walls are timber, sky blue like the houses lining the shore. Like Paulao and Rissa’s before it was burned to ashes. Ariana shudders and hugs herself.


    The goddess gestures to a tiny room to the left at the end of the hall and glides away, her hips swaying beneath her tight tights and her breasts bouncing in her low-cut, pink peasant top.


    Ariana shrugs her backpack off and hoists it on the little-larger-than-a-single bed. She places her hands on her hips and glares. “What the fuck kind of ship is this? Some re-creation of a man’s ultimate fantasy? Every single one of those wenches could pass for Victoria’s Secret models.”


    Hadeon drops his bag to the ground. “I can’t help that they are Sealusters any more than I can help that I’m a Warrior.”


    Ariana frowns and her forehead furrows. “Sealusters? Oh, you’ve got to be joking. I’d much rather walk.”


    A tempest rages in Hadeon’s eyes. “What’s with the attitude?”


    She throws her hands up in defeat. “I’m jealous, Hadeon. I’m jealous that you saw…” She points up toward the deck. “…creatures that look like that. I’ve never been jealous in my life.” She pushes her hand to her chest and rolls her shoulders forward. “I don’t like it. It hurts. It actually hurts.”


    Hadeon’s lips curl upward. “Finished, drama-queen?”


    Ariana sits on the bed, gasping for air and glaring at him.


    “Whatever jealousy you’re harboring is your problem,” he says, sitting beside her. “I gave you no reason to feel this way whatsoever. So when you’re finished, I’ll be on deck watching the sunrise as we sail off.”


    He starts to stand, but she grips his wrist and pulls him down. “Couldn’t you feel that sexual charge rolling off of them? I’m a woman and I was aroused. How must you have felt?” Ariana’s voice is high-pitched.


    He smiles. “Now you know how all those men on Earth felt being around you.”


    She gasps. “That’s what it feels like?”


    He nods. “There are four cultures on Fiore that have lust pulses—Sealusters, Spring Blossoms, Charmers, and Warriors.”


    Ariana takes a deep breath. “I knew you did. I knew it. You drove me mad with it.”


    He laughs. “You ought to talk. At least I can control mine. You send out pulses incessantly. I have a constant hard-on whenever you’re in my presence.”


    Ariana grins. “Really?”


    He nods.


    The smile falls from her lips and her stare hardens. “So you meant to use it on me? When I was working? And afterward in the alley?”


    He shrugs. “Not exactly. When I’m aroused, which you constantly make me, and when I’m attracted to the woman, which I am, then it’s almost impossible to stop it.”


    She crosses her arms over her chest and pouts. “Well, I don’t like it. I think it’s dangerous to be swayed by an unnatural feeling.”


    “On Earth, where some men do not value women, yes, it’s dangerous.” His neck pulses and his jaw tightens. “Especially for a young girl, a Spring Blossom, caught up in the foster care system. I totally understand that. But on Fiore, things are different. We don’t rape and no paedophilia exists. There are no sexual abnormalities in our species. What you and I have are gifts that ensure we as a species grow stronger every single day. You, a Spring Blossom, are a symbol of beauty, fertility, renewal, and compassion. Sealusters are travelers and gatherers, they epitomize change and abundance. Charmers are the male version of Spring Blossoms. These are the traits best suited to the survival of our species, so we are the cultures given the lust pulse.”


    “What about you?”


    “Warriors represent strength, health, virility, and honor.” He grins. “And if we didn’t have the pulse, no woman would come near us.”


    “How so?”


    “Let’s just say, the usual reaction Warriors get, especially me, when someone first meets us, is fear.”


    Ariana gasps. “No.”


    He nods and laughs. “You should meet my father.”


    Ariana shakes her head. “I’ve never felt fear when I’ve been around you.”


    Hadeon’s expression is one of curiosity. “No. You never have. Quite an anomaly you are.”


    “This is all just too surreal.”


    “You’ll be accustomed to how it is here in time.”


    “So this lust pulse, does it also give us impulses to… Does it make one feel the desire to have…”


    Hadeon strokes a finger down her cheek, across her bottom lip, smiling. He presses his thumb into her mouth and she sucks on it. Her chest rises and falls as her breaths deepen. She swirls her tongue over his thumb and sucks again.


    “Yes, Ariana, it makes you as horny as fuck,” Hadeon rumbles.


    He slides his thumb from her mouth and replaces it with his tongue, his warm lips pressing firmly against hers. He gropes her thighs.


    Hadeon inches back and rests his forehead on hers. “I know it’s frowned upon on Earth for women to have healthy sexual appetites, but here it’s different. In you, in all your cells, bones, and blood, is love and creation. That’s the desire. And when you find someone who nourishes that in you and feeds off that, and when you find someone who you nourish and feed off in turn, it creates the most potent, sensual, irresistible sex you’ll ever have. Can’t you feel that when we make love?”


    She leans in, skimming her nose across his jaw and down his neck where she sucks gently, feeling the soft prickles under her lips and tongue. He moans.


    In his ear, she whispers, “I feel it. And I couldn’t have anyone else ever again. I want to make love with you every day for eternity.”


    Hadeon takes her cheeks in his hands and looks deep in her eyes. “I love you.”


    “I love you too.”


    Hadeon holds Ariana’s hand. “Come on, we better hurry or we’re not going to see this sunrise.”


    Ariana hesitates.


    Hadeon’s face hardens. “They are no threat to you. Stop this foolishness.”


    “I want to. Truly I do, but I just want you to reassure me that you’re not attracted too much to them.”


    Hadeon breathes out a noisy gush of air. “Ariana, I claimed you.”


    She shrugs a shoulder. “And?”


    “You must’ve read about it in the spell book, what that means?”


    She shakes her head. “There was nothing in there on claiming.”


    He stares silently for a long moment.


    “What? What does it mean?” she asks.


    “When a man claims a woman, he commits completely. I will never stop loving you. I will never stop wanting to be with you. I will do everything to keep you safe and happy. You are a part of me. You are in my blood and in the fibers of my heart. You are in every breath I take. No other woman will be enough. Once a man claims a woman, the fabric of the universe changes to answer that claim. Never will I share my heart or bed with another.”


    Ariana gasps, and for a long moment she can only stare at him. “What if I’m married off to someone else?” she asks, her bottom lip trembling.


    Hadeon’s shoulders round as his body droops. When he speaks, his voice is weak and raspy. “Then I will die a lonely Warrior with a broken heart. But I knew the consequences. And I’m prepared to live with them.”


    Tears start to well. Never has she been presented with such selfless devotion. Her heart opens even further to him, letting him slide inside her veins, all his love and all his being. And at the same time her chest aches for his future, for their future, already doomed by this imminent betrothal.


    Ariana wipes at her tears and opens her mouth to speak, but she can’t say a thing.


    Hadeon kisses her cheek, lingering for one shuddered breath. “So don’t be jealous. I love only you. Forever.”


    They exchange a glance. A glance that knows of the bleak time ahead. A bleakness capable of crushing them both if they think about it too much.


    * * * *


    Ariana nestles against Hadeon on the deck of the ship. He encloses her in his arms, warm and strong, as the ship sails through gray seas and the sun, red and boisterous, ascends over the horizon. It’s a world away from serving drinks in bars. Her heart is wide open, far removed from the obstinate girl she was with her heart so frigidly closed off to everyone.


    How strange, almost inconceivable, her life has become. But this rock behind her, who has been there from the start of all this mess, has been stalwart, even when she feels like strangling him with her frustration. She has never depended on anyone, ever, but him. She’s had to do away with her fixed ideas. Circumstance has forced that upon her. Hadeon, his protective nature, has made that happen. And she has had to trust him implicitly and still does as he leads her through this foreign land.


    Ariana has never loved anyone, but him. Sure, she wanted to. Like all little girls, she dreamed of her Prince Charming. But a painful adolescence, where she got to intimately know the worst types of men, stole her dream away and left it brittle and battered like a cobweb in a sandstorm. To know she still has a quality, a little part inside her, capable of loving and of being loved in return, stitches those old wounds, rubs ointment on the scars, and cleans away some of the pain. Ariana is in love now. So much her chest aches with it, her mind is full of it, and her soul is healing with it.


    She spins to face Hadeon and looks up into his eyes.


    He cocks his head and grins. “What?”


    Ariana sinks deeper into his embrace and rests her head on his shoulder. No sunset could surpass how this man makes her feel.


    Ariana rises onto tiptoes, stretches toward his ear, and whispers, “Make love to me, Hadeon.”


    A growl deep in his chest vibrates. “Gladly.”


    * * * *


    Ariana and Hadeon haven’t made love since arriving in Fiore. Ariana’s skin crawls with the need, like a junkie craving a fix, but she has some hesitation: her tattoos. Hadeon has only briefly glimpsed them. She has only looked at them once and hasn’t made up her mind how she feels about them, let alone what Hadeon might think.


    Standing before the bed, Hadeon reaches for her.


    “Hang on,” she says, lifting a hand. “I want to show you something first.”


    He nods.


    “Close your eyes,” she says, a nest of fear deep in her belly. All these reactions are so unfamiliar. Her mind is screaming that if he doesn’t like the changes to her body then fuck him, yet another part of her wants to please him, tantalize him, and turn him on.


    Hadeon releases a frustrated sigh, but does as he was asked.


    Ariana grabs the hem of her shirt and pulls it up over her head, unclasps her bra and throws it to the floor. She unzips her jeans and slides them off, along with her panties, until she is completely naked.


    “Don’t open your eyes yet, but take your clothes off.”


    He slouches and shakes his head. “Come off it.”


    “Please.”


    He sighs, but undresses until he is a naked statue of long, lean muscle. A hot haze scatters over her cheeks and down her body. He is incredible, every muscle defined. Already his dick stands at half-mast.


    She wets her lips with her tongue and takes a deep breath. “You can look now.”


    His eyes snap open and he finds her face. But his attention is drawn lower and his gaze wanders down to her full breasts, nipples strained against the cool cabin air. She can feel the heat of his hot stare. Lower, he looks at her spring blossoms winding and pulsing under her skin. They are humming and burning from his attention. Ariana’s sex clenches. Christ, what’s going on?


    Hadeon strides to her, captures her hips, and spins her so her back is to him. Each section of her skin ignites, letting her know where his gaze travels.


    “You are so fucking beautiful,” he says, his voice deep and hoarse.


    She turns to face him. His features are soft with arousal. His chest rises and falls.


    Barely a whisper, she asks, “Do you like them?”


    His gaze drops to her breasts and he nods. “Very much.”


    She giggles. “No. My tattoos?”


    He grins and looks lower at the fertile flowers. His jaw slackens and his teeth drag over his bottom lip with a ragged breath in through his nose. Hadeon’s cock grows, hardens. “Stunning,” he says, shifting closer. He reaches for her and glides his fingers along the winding vines and blossoming buds. Her breath is stolen as sensation leaches deep inside and tugs at her belly.


    He crouches onto his knees before her and sucks a taut nipple into his mouth, then again with her other breast. Blood gushes to her core, heating her from the inside. Lips trail to her belly where a gentle tongue tastes her. The blossoms dance beneath his tongue, blissfully hot.


    “Ah, that feels so good,” she says, gripping his hair.


    “You’re beautiful,” he whispers.


    Still lower he travels, takes her thigh and lifts it so her foot rests on his shoulder and her legs widen before his face. He spreads her folds and finds her clit with his warm, wet tongue.


    Her heart hammers, breaths deepen. “Oh God, I’ll fall,” she says as her leg weakens from the pleasure sluicing down her body and bursting through her blood.


    Hadeon fills his palm with her ass, his other hand still spreading her wide open as he tastes the slick silk between her thighs.


    Her legs shake, and the muscles in her thighs twitch with each lap of her clit. Soft whimpering moans accompany shallow breaths. And then his mouth stops and he’s standing before her again, eyes dark and stormy, and filled with the beast. He hoists her into his arms with a growl and sinks her onto the mattress of the small bed.


    Muscles straining, he kneels between her thighs, arms at either side of her head, and his cock heavy on her belly. He looks down, jaw loose with desire. The masculine musk of him dizzies her.


    He tilts his hips back, rests his length at the crest of her thighs, and sinks deep into her crevice. She adjusts to his size with a breath and bucks against him.


    “Wait,” he says, features tense. “You’re so damn tight.”


    Ariana clenches around him, his words erotic to her ears, and he groans.


    She won’t wait, can’t wait.


    She canters under him, allowing his enormous length to stroke her inside.


    “You’ll be the death of me,” he growls. But he joins in the rocking, a beautiful synchronicity of movement that builds and builds all the pleasure within.


    Deeper, harder, Hadeon reaches inside until she trembles for release. She wraps her legs tight around his waist and thrusts to meet his every move. And then she’s coming, so hard and with such abandon she can’t help but moan his name. He clamps his mouth over hers, fills her with his tongue, and caresses her with his lips until the waves subside and she lands gently back from the heavens to receive his seed as it pulses hot into her depths.


    Hadeon slides out and falls onto the space beside her, each breath rasping.


    “I take it you like the tattoos,” she says, rolling to face him, grinning.


    He smoothes his hand over her shoulder and down her arm. “I never believed you could be more beautiful than you already were, but I was wrong.”


    No doubt his words are sincere and her heart warms with them. “Why couldn’t I have loved you straight away? We could’ve had a whole year of this.”


    He laughs. “We both resisted there, didn’t we?”


    She nods.


    “Time has its place and its purpose.” He kisses her nose, his eyelids heavy. “How about we take this time to catch up on some sleep?”


    Her mind is already succumbing. “I’m right ahead of you there.”


    * * * *


    For ten weeks the ship sails along the east coast of Fiore. Ariana welcomes the long stretches of silence where only the bellow of wind in the flowing white sails and the splash of ashen sea against the ship’s hull can be heard.


    For the first full week, the landscape in the distance is of white grass valleys and coastal regions spotted with little blue houses. But one day, after the night washes away and morning greets them anew, it is a different story altogether. Gone is the white, instead are fields of burnt brown and black, wilted, broken trees, rotting a fungal green and leaking across the land. Whole forests—blue trees with trunks lying criss-crossed against the next—come in to view. A horrid brown mist skulks across the landscape and into the sky, tingeing the red to black.


    So this is the work of the Sun Queen—death, ugliness and soullessness, now seen firsthand. Ariana’s heart is heavy. Though she can’t acquaint Fiore with home yet, it still cuts deep, especially as she sees the pain stirring in the depths of Hadeon’s eyes.


    Every now and then, they stop at a port for the night. The Sealusters go ashore and don’t return until the morning. Making love, Hadeon tells her. They need it like they need air. Sounds familiar. And then they set sail again.


    The Sealusters afford them food, privacy, drinking water, and washing facilities. But with Ariana’s tendency to become bored quickly when stuck in confined spaces, it has potential to turn torturous. So Hadeon keeps her busy, continuing her defense training on the deck as the red sun beats down on them and her magic arts training when the moons shine high in the night sky. In all other possible moments, they kiss, touch, taste, explore, and make love.


    As each day’s sun dips and rises, Ariana falls more deeply in love with Hadeon. And each night before she goes to sleep, her stomach tumbles and heart heaves, because she knows she will never be able to give him up.


    Ever.


    But she knows she’ll soon have to.

  


  
     


    Chapter 22


     


    Ariana is on the deck of the ship. She’s been sitting in the sun for an hour, soaking in the fresh vanilla-scented air and watching the landscape transform. The wilted plant life has morphed again into ragged rocky cliffs with perfect plateaus of pearl white grass. The sea is like liquid metal as it rolls toward the towering rocks, smashes against them, and explodes into metallic sprays. The undestroyed quarters of Fiore are touched with such beauty, seeing it tickles and warms her insides as though she’s drunk a deep glass of spring wine.


    Hadeon strolls across the decking, his hands cupped in front of him and lips curled into a grin. She squints up at him and smiles. With the red sun’s rays glinting off his deliciously tanned skin, dark brown hair, and reflecting in those brown eyes, he appears even more breathtaking.


    “What have you got there?” she asks, nodding toward his hands as he sits.


    He opens the covering hand and thrusts his palm closer to her face.


    She looks at a little creature about the size and shape of a fat gecko, but with leathery, brown skin and wee bat-like wings protruding from its back. Its head has the rounded form of a snake, and a tiny puff of smoke wheezes from its mouth.


    “Is that a dragon?”


    Hadeon nods. “The myths on Earth have to come from somewhere, right?”


    Her mouth widens as she takes in a rushed breath. “Wow. But it’s so small.”


    “This is only one variety. It’s a messenger dragon.”


    Ariana nods. “Of course. I did see this little cutie in the spell book.” She slaps her hand over her mouth and looks around for prickled ears of any near Sealusters, but they are well and truly out of earshot.


    “We’re a week out from Loran Bay. From there it’s only a one day journey to the palace. I’m going to send word that we need some of my brothers to meet us when we arrive.”


    “And this little darling is going to tell them?”


    He nods. “I wouldn’t be calling it ‘darling’ though. It might be small, but if you aren’t trained in handling one, it could bite your finger off in a split second.”


    Ariana sits back a little further. “Oh. Looks can be deceiving?”


    “Especially in Fiore. You’d do well to remember that.” Hadeon presses a scrolled piece of parchment to the underside of the dragon’s tail and attaches it tightly in two places with small metal braces. “Spring Blossom Palace, little one,” he says, raising his hand in the air.


    The dragon flaps its wings as fast as a hummingbird and soars up into the sky and away.


    Ariana shakes her head. “This place astounds me.”


    “That’s how I felt when I first traveled to Earth. So believe me, I understand. At least you have the necklace to help with the language.”


    Ariana touches the bright red stone, and it tingles with warmth under her finger. “I forget that sometimes. Maybe that’s what we can do for the rest of the week?”


    “What?”


    “You can teach me some Fioren words.”


    Hadeon grins as he stands and holds out his hands for her. “I like that idea. The first word I’ll teach you will need a demonstration though.”


    Ariana takes his hands, and he hoists her from the deck and into his arms. “Oh yeah, and what word is that?”


    He leans closer, brushes his lips against her ear, and whispers hotly, “Sex.”


    * * * *


    Loran Bay, a seaside port, is not like the others they stopped at along the journey from Silver Shores. The bay is bordered with timber and stone workshops and shop fronts nestled tight together. Behind the workshops are fields and fields of plants lined in orderly rows. Deep in the distance are enormous sloping hills of dense forest—all blue trunks and navy leaves against the backdrop of the pink sky and spindly white grass covering the ground. It seems the Sun Queen hasn’t tarnished these lands yet.


    Ariana and Hadeon bid farewell to the Sealusters and disembark. Ariana raises her face to the sun, her legs wobbly as they find firm ground. “I feel like I’m still on the ship.”


    “Me too.”


    “So is there anything I should watch out for here?” she asks.


    Hadeon looks at her. “Always.” He points off into the distance, just on the edge of the forest. There are fifteen or more bare-chested Warriors waiting. “But we’ll have company this time.”


    Ariana’s eyes widen. “I see.” She reaches for his hand, but he pulls away.


    Her stomach tumbles as she peers at him with a pained face.


    He shakes his head. “I’m so sorry, Ariana, but we need to play down our relationship from this point on. It would not be seen in a good light.”


    His words reach into her lungs and steal away all breath. “I’m not sure I can do that.”


    “You’ve been promised to another, Ariana. You must.”


    Tears threaten to appear. She can’t decide what’s worse—knowing that she won’t get to interact with him like she has become accustomed to on the voyage here, or that he’s so cool about it all.


    Her hands find her hips and she scowls, though her voice cracks with emotion. “So that’s how it is then. This doesn’t bother you in the slightest?”


    Hadeon’s shoulders droop, and he lowers his head. “I love you now as much as I ever have. I need you to always remember that, no matter what happens between us. Promise me?”


    Ariana blinks.


    “Promise me?” he says louder.


    “I promise.”


    He sighs. “We have a duty to Fiore. And that doesn’t involve a romantic relationship. Soon enough you’ll forget all about me and none of this will matter anyway.”


    Ariana gasps. “How can you even say that?”


    “Because you’ll be paired with the man of your dreams, who will fulfill you in ways you can only dream of, and I’ll be a memory buried deep in your past.”


    She shakes her head vehemently. “Never. I will never feel that way about you.”


    He smiles impishly, as though recalling a sinister private joke. He parts his lips, but doesn’t speak, instead shakes his head. After a long moment, he says, “I’m sorry.” Facing forward, he quickens his pace toward the fields.


    Ariana follows.


    They approach the fifteen waiting Warriors: tall and brawny, dark hair and eyes, and all with tattoos writhing under their flesh of all shapes and symbols. Bare chested, they wear only a black knee-length kilt and shin-high black boots. She expected to see some of the brothers from Scotland, but none of them are familiar. They are large and menacing in the sexiest way, lust rolling off them in waves, which hits Ariana directly between her legs.


    She gasps and Hadeon’s head snaps in her direction. “Everything all right, Ariana?” he says, his lips curling into a jealous snarl.


    “No different than what we’ve had for the last ten weeks on that ship.” She offers a cheeky half-smile. “Well, maybe a little different.”


    A rumble sounds in Hadeon’s chest. “Try to keep yourself in check. These guys won’t be used to unrestrained lust pulses, especially one as strong as yours.”


    Ariana lifts an eyebrow. “Jealous, are we?”


    He growls again, louder now. “Let’s just call it instinctive possessiveness.”


    “Whatever,” she says with a laugh.


    As they draw closer, she can see that what she thought were horses are actually…panthers. “Mira?”


    Hadeon nods. “That’s our ride.”


    An enormous black panther-like creature, just like the one on Hadeon’s belly and back, lurches out of the shadows of the forest and bounds toward them. Ariana stiffens and clings to Hadeon. He laughs loud and free as the panther continues for them, her long teeth flashing as she roars to the air.


    “Oh my God,” Ariana shrieks, fear pulsing in her temples.


    The Mira skids to a stop and lifts her big black paws onto Hadeon’s shoulders. Ariana backs away. All but cooing, Hadeon wraps his arms around the Mira and nestles his head against the beast’s face.


    Ariana cocks her head to the side and watches intently, mesmerized by the scene as Hadeon strokes the Mira’s inky black fur and ears. “I’ve missed you, gorgeous,” he says.


    The Mira roars in his ear.


    She then turns and focuses her bright blue eyes on Ariana. Ariana’s body goes rigid, and her heart thumps hard. This creature is ripped with muscles, enormous, much bigger than the panthers on Earth. So formidable looking, much like her owner, Ariana muses, looking warily from one to the other.


    “This is Ariana,” says Hadeon. “Ariana, meet Veruka.”


    Veruka’s giant paws find the ground again and she treads toward Ariana. Ariana backs away.


    “She won’t hurt you,” Hadeon says. “I have access to every thought she has.”


    Ariana’s eyes widen as she peers at Hadeon.


    “She’s curious about you. Nothing more.”


    She nods and stops her backward paces, allowing Veruka to draw closer. When close enough to smell its beastly scent and breath, she reaches out her trembling hand and pats Veruka’s head. “Nice to meet you,” she says, voice shaking.


    Veruka purrs and rubs her head along Ariana’s thighs, back and forth, then lifts her enormous head and licks up the length of her cheek. Veruka’s tongue is slimy and coarse. Ariana holds very still, resisting the urge to wipe feverishly at the animal-scented slobber.


    Hadeon roars with laughter, as do the watching Warriors. “What can I say, she likes you.”


    Ariana looks sidelong at Hadeon, still too afraid to make any broad movements.


    Veruka, her curiosity quenched, stalks back to Hadeon and kneels beside him.


    “Did you say we’re going to be riding that?” Ariana asks.


    Hadeon nods. “We certainly are.”


    “Thought that’s what you said.”


    Again Hadeon laughs, his shoulders shaking. “As long as a Mira knows you’re not an enemy, you’re perfectly safe. And she knows.” He looks at all the other Mira standing next to the Warriors and says, “They all know.” His voice has a sense of warning and the Mira sink to their knees and lower their heads.


    “Good,” she says softly.


    Ariana is introduced to the Warriors before being promptly lifted into the air and thrust onto Veruka’s bare back. Her knees tremble as they grip Veruka’s warm muscled flanks. Hadeon jumps on in front. Ariana presses her body firmly against his and wraps her arms around his waist. Despite being on top of an enormous cat-like beast, she is grateful for the excuse to touch Hadeon. She rolls her pelvis slightly.


    He looks over his shoulder. “Keep that in check,” he growls, but it’s barely audible.


    She clicks her tongue and squirms back from him a fraction. “Happy?” she asks.


    He nods. “Now hang on, because we’re going to get some speed. Think of this as a motorcycle ride. We’ve had plenty of those.”


    “Not quite the same thing. Motorcycles don’t have teeth.”


    Hadeon laughs. “True.” He bends and strokes a hand along Veruka’s chest. “Let’s go, girl.”


    Veruka releases a long roar and they take off through the forest, the Warriors following closely behind.


    * * * *


    Exhaustion has settled deep into Ariana’s muscles and bones. It’s been seven hours of riding with only a few short breaks. Her ass is almost completely numb. She rests her head on Hadeon’s broad, muscled back and grips his waist tighter. “I’m so tired,” she says.


    He looks over his shoulder. “Not long now.”


    She sighs.


    “What’s the matter?”


    Her chest heaves and tears well in her eyes. She allows them to tumble down her cheeks. “I’m just thinking about how it will be for us.”


    “How so?”


    She rubs her face on him. “I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep without you beside me,” she whispers, her voice cracking.


    Hadeon tenses and then deflates; he grumbles.


    Ariana sits taller and tilts her head until her lips are near his ear. “I just love you so much, Hadeon.” She swallows a sob and pushes her face against his back again.


    “You’re killing me,” he says, his voice infused with such sorrow.


    “Can’t we run away together? Forget all about Fiore?”


    Hadeon hesitates for a long moment. “We have to do what’s best for the greater good.”


    She knows he’s right. Deep down some small but intense part of her knows he’s right. But that doesn’t make it any less painful.


    Veruka continues to snake through the trees, a half-dozen Mira in front and behind. Ariana can hardly stay conscious, eyelashes finding her cheeks when lazy blinks turn into momentary snatches of sleep, until she rocks too far left or right and jolts awake. But then the forest thins and before them is a field of white, dotted with indigo, rose, and lilac. Her eyelids stretch wide open as she takes in the imposing palace in the distance—exactly like the one in the spell book, only much more breathtaking in reality.


    The white grass glints from the sun and she has to squint. The sight as the primal black Mira pounce across the field with the Warriors, muscled and menacing, on their backs is unbelievable: splendor and the untamed beast—a beautiful contradiction. Ariana’s lips part and she can only stare as they draw nearer to their destination. Short minutes pass and they are bounding along a winding gold pathway, then over a moat of molten silver toward the monstrous gold gates of the palace opening wide for them.

  


  
     


    Chapter 23


     


    Inside the gates of the Spring Blossom Palace, Ariana’s chest tightens and her stomach does handstands. Veruka strides to a stop, in line with the other Mira just outside the main entrance. The Warriors and Ariana climb off and enter through big arching doors to the foyer of the palace.


    Ariana is spellbound by the floors of cobbled white stone and walls reaching so high she has to bend her head all the way back to see where they end. The ceiling is lined with thick glass allowing the descending red sun’s rays to penetrate and fill the palace with a soft pink glow. The walls are perfectly white and smothered with green tentacles and branches with pink thorns, red buds, and blooming spring blossoms that stretch and wind.


                The energy this place possesses strums Ariana like seductive fingers, squeezing and caressing, burning brightly under her skin and zigzagging down her throat. She closes her eyes to settle the compulsion to touch herself, her hardening nipples, to writhe and moan with pleasure.


    Hadeon grips her forearm. She snaps her eyes open. His brow is furrowing. “Are you okay?”


    She nods. “This place…”


    “I know. Deep breaths. You’ll soon adjust.”


    Again the nod.


    The walls pulse with life, as do the tattoos on her belly and back. She is alive and ripe, fertile and beautiful. The smell in here is overwhelmingly tantalizing—sugar, salt, seduction. Ariana’s soul sings, and her hands tingle.


    “I’m home,” she whispers.


    Hadeon grins wide. “Yes.”


    A man and woman stride down the curling staircase that floats up to the second level of the palace. The man is shirtless, dressed only in a black cloth skirt, much like what the Warriors are wearing, though his smaller stature indicates he is definitely no Warrior. He looks in his mid-thirties, dark hair and green eyes, with a fit build. The woman has a silk dress that barely covers her breasts and stomach, and ends just below her ass. She’s athletic, with a long, narrow nose and broad, thin lips—exotically attractive.


    They smile when they note Ariana and jog the rest of the way, only stopping when they reach her side. Ariana opens her arms to receive their exuberant hugs.


    “My goodness, Harmony, is it really you?”


    Ariana steps back, shaking her head. “Um, perhaps there’s been some kind of mistake.”


    The couple smile broader. “There’s no mistake.”


    Ariana looks to Hadeon for confirmation. He nods. “I didn’t want to risk the conversation being overheard outside of these walls, but your mother named you Harmony, after her.”


    Ariana’s head dizzies, not only because she has thought she was someone else her entire life, but that she has now learned a little more of her mother after so many years of darkness. “My mother’s name was Harmony?” she whispers.


    The man nods. “She was my sister. And you, Harmony, are my niece.”


    Ariana searches the man’s face. Only now does she notice the similarities in his appearance.


    The man smiles when no words pass for quite some time. “I’m Nyklus, and this is my wife, Sora.”


    Ariana nods, her jaw hinged open. “Lovely to meet you both.”


    Nyklus laughs and wraps an arm around her shoulder. “Ahhh, but we already know you.” He leads her toward two enormous gold doors. Hadeon follows closely behind. “But it has been many, many years and you were only a new baby. It’s perfectly understandable you wouldn’t remember us, nor this world.”


    “In some small way, I’ve remembered the spring blossoms. They’re similar to flowers on Earth, cherry blossoms, and are my favorite flower.”


    “Interesting how hidden memories can manifest,” Sora says.


    Ariana is led through the doors and into a sitting room. The white cobbled floors extend through to this room, as do the spring blossoms that creep along the walls. There are ornamental sofas, chairs, and cushions covered in exquisite brocaded fabric of colors Ariana has no words to describe. They simply don’t exist on Earth.


    “Please sit,” says Sora, gesturing to a chair. “You must be tired after your long journey.”


    Sora turns to a young woman, no older than Ariana, garbed in a pink satin dress. She has ivory white skin, and hair the color of pure snow. She is short with a thin frame. But most amazing are her ethereal wings that beat so fast they appear a colorful blur behind her. Ariana tries not to stare, but can’t help it. How fascinating seeing the creatures she read so often about. This girl is quite obviously a Lavizsia.


    “Please, some refreshments, Tuti.”


    Tuti nods and smiles wide at Ariana before fluttering away as fast as a single blink.


    Sora sits on the sofa next to Ariana, while Nyklus remains standing near Hadeon. A brute of a man strides into the room, filling the space with his dominating form. A Warrior, though older than those who accompanied her here.


    “I received word you had arrived, son,” he says to Hadeon, meeting him with a handshake and a few loud slaps on his back.


    Son? So this is Hadeon’s father. Yes, despite the similarities all Warriors have, there are even more with this man. The tattoos that cover his torso—the Mira, the strange symbols and colors—leave little exposed skin. A frightful, skilled Warrior he must be.


    “Good to see you,” says Hadeon.


    The Warrior shifts his gaze to Ariana, a penetrating glare that manifests as pins prickling up her spine. It’s as though he can read her soul with that glare and imprint his strength upon it. Ariana shudders and tries to maintain her eye contact.


    “So Harmony returns,” he booms.


    Ariana nods and stands, words escaping her.


    “There is evidence?” he asks.


    Hadeon answers, “Yes.”


    “You’ve inspected the evidence, Hadeon?”


    Ariana swallows hard. He’s certainly done that.


    “Yes,” Hadeon says, not a note of transparency on his features.


    The Warrior briefly turns to Sora. “Your Majesty, if you will?”


    Sora nods. Standing, she reaches for the hem of Ariana’s shirt and lifts it off. Ariana folds her arms over her breasts and silently beseeches Hadeon to help her.


    “Whatever is the problem?” asks Sora. “Why do you stand like that?”


    Hadeon clears his throat. “Your Majesty, Earth is very different to Fiore. Women, particularly, are made to feel shame about their bodies. It’s not common practice, except for those you are having a sexual relationship with, to show others your breasts, even when covered by underwear.”


    Sora gasps and steps back. “Shame? What is this word, shame?”


    Hadeon’s mouth flaps open and shut. “It’s difficult to translate. It’s like regret or embarrassment for one’s condition.”


    “Regret and embarrassment for one’s body? How absurd. That will not do in Fiore. You’ll have to get used to our ways. I’ll not stand for this wretched shame.”


    “I’m sure Harmony will grow accustomed to our ways in time,” says Hadeon. “We must be empathetic to her upbringing. Women on Earth have a history of being mistreated in ways that I will not recount here in this company. That history has all types of ramifications, shame being one of them.”


    Sora’s eyes are wide circles. “I see.”


    Ariana glances at Hadeon.


    “Remember what I told you. There is no sexual perversion here, Ariana.”


    Ariana breathes in deeply, unfolds her arms, and drops them to her side.


    Sora gasps. “Exquisite. Simply exquisite.”


    Nyklus strides over and lowers his head to inspect the tattoos closer. They dance and wind under his gaze.


    “No doubt of your line, Harmony. No doubt whatsoever.”


    “Wonderful,” says Hadeon’s father. “So we have our queen home at last.”


    Ariana’s head reels. She stumbles back a pace and has to rest her hand against the wall for balance. Queen? She thought she was only a princess.


    Hadeon rushes over and takes her elbow. “Are you feeling all right?”


    She shakes her head as tears prick her eyes. No, she mouths, unable to pass sound past her tightened throat. After a long moment, she manages to find her voice again, though her words are weak. “I need a bath and then sleep. I’m exhausted, confused…”


    Queen?


    Hadeon straightens and turns to face the others in the room. “She needs rest. We’ve had a long journey. Someone is to show Ariana to her suite.” His words are loud and authoritative.


    Sora’s brow furrows and her jaw tenses, but she pulls her lips into a tight, sympathetic frown. “Of course she must be tired.” She claps her hands. “Tuti.”


    Tuti flutters in with a gold tray filled with tea and edible plant-life. She places the tray on a small serving table and floats over.


    “Please show Ariana to her suite.”


    Tuti nods. “Come.”


    Ariana reaches for her t-shirt and pulls it back on before glancing at Hadeon’s solemn frown as she is led from the room.


    Ariana’s room is located on the top floor in the left wing of the palace. The space is immense, with white walls and floors covered with black woolen throw rugs hanging from walls and under her feet. A rectangular window offers a view of the moat below and across the white landscape all the way to the forest. A bed made of mother-of-pearl stone sits in the center of the room. A reading corner surrounds the window, replete with a bookshelf full of books and a day bed.


    Ariana sits on the bed with Tuti beside her, wings wafting honey and nectar in the air around them. “Would you like me to bring you something to eat and drink?”


    Ariana shakes her head. She doesn’t want to eat; she wants Hadeon. She wants to lie beside him, her head on his chest until she feels secure in this strange palace and even stranger land.


    Tuti takes Ariana’s hand in hers—so pale and petite in comparison. “Young love can be a painful, beautiful affair,” she says in her high-pitched, melodious voice.


    Ariana blinks. “Pardon?”


    “You and Hadeon. I can feel your desire for him. I felt his too.”


    Ariana shakes her head, pulls her hand away, and stands. “No. No, you have it wrong.”


    Tuti smiles, her wings flapping ribbons of pastel colors into the air. “Do I?”


    Ariana nods as convincingly as she can, but doesn’t speak, afraid an unsteady voice will betray her as a liar.


    Tuti smiles knowingly and stands.


    “I’m sorry, but I really would like to rest for a while.”


    Tuti flutters toward the door. “I understand,” she says before leaving the room and shutting the door quietly behind her.


    Ariana sits on the enormous bed and looks out the window across the field toward the surrounding forest. A tear rolls down her cheek, and she wipes it away with the back of her hand. All her life she has been displaced. And despite her body remembering that this is her birthplace and where she belongs, on a mental level, she can’t clasp onto Fiore or the palace as being her home. Never before has she felt quite so dissimilar or alone as she does now. And never before has she craved to feel the comforting arms of a lover, Hadeon, like she does in this moment.

  


  
     


    Chapter 24


     


    The next afternoon, Tuti leads Ariana down to the front entry of the palace. The beauty of this place is as breathtaking as yesterday, though more people are milling around today, casting curious glances at their future queen before moving on. Ariana is dressed in a pale blue tube dress and matching colored shoes, which appears to be common attire for most of the women she passes. The material in Fiore is sensual, like feather-light silk, and the clothes are, in a word, skimpy.


    “Where are we going?” Ariana asks.


    Tuti flashes a glittery smile. “I’m going to show you the Spring Blossom lands.” She takes Ariana’s hand in hers and they head down the white stone ramp toward the white field.


    “It’s so beautiful,” she says, taking in the expanse of colors set against the candy pink sky.


    “Beautiful it is. And yours, Ariana. Yours to own and, most importantly, to protect.”


    Ariana spins and peers at the palace stretching up to the sky. “It’s funny, but I used to read about palaces in books when I was younger. This is how I would always imagine them—soft and white, with long curving spires. I wonder now if I was actually remembering instead of imagining.”


    Tuti nods, her wings a flurry of color. “Most definitely a memory.”


    They make it to a small white building on the border of the forest that circles the palace. The noise coming from inside is most unusual, a strange buzzing hum.


    Ariana lifts a brow and smiles. “What’s that sound?”


    Tuti chimes a giggle. “You’ll see.”


    They step inside the building and her mouth drops open as she sees them. Bees. Enormous bees. With glassy wings and bodies striped with bright yellow and black. Four of them crawl along the walls and roof of the building.


    “You’ve got to be fuc—kidding me,” she says.


    Tuti giggles. “I thought you’d like these. Not quite a Mira, but they’ll give you a bird’s-eye view of the surrounding lands.”


    “A stable for bees,” Ariana says, grinning. “I’ve always wondered what one would look like.”


    Tuti laughs at her sarcasm.


    “Do we seriously ride these things?”


    “Yep, so saddle up.”


    Within moments, Ariana is straddling the furry back of an eight-foot long bee, hands holding tight to a bridle fixed around its neck as though it is a horse. She follows Tuti’s lead and tugs on the reins. The bee’s wings buzz loudly as it launches from the ground. Ariana’s stomach dips and she holds tighter as they find height. She doesn’t dare look down.


    Tuti laughs. “Relax, these darlings will not let you fall.” She waves a hand outward over the view below. “Look at your beautiful lands.”


    Ariana swallows her fear and looks down. They are two or three hundred feet in the air above huddling blue canopies of ancient trees. The air blows her hair back and warms her cheeks. Her stomach flips, but as she lifts her head and looks at the expansive view of the palace, the forest, and fields and fields of white spreading all the way to the silvery ocean in the very distance, exhilaration swells in her cells. She laughs out loud and smiles until her cheeks ache.


    Tuti shows her the village of Pursia, which she mentions is Hadeon’s hometown. From above, there are circular rows of quaint little houses, with pitched shingled roofs and small, square backyards. Sandy yellow paths and roads meander through the village, connecting one house to the other, and leading the way to shops, parks, and gardens.


    People scurry through the village with carts of food being drawn by hand or loping, feathery cat-like creatures. Children play with each other in the park and on street sides. Men and women dressed from head to toe in white and adorned in wide-brimmed hats tend to the flowers and plant life in the gardens that line the paths.


    They fly further away and find more little towns, each like the other, busy with life. Unity is clear. Each person respects the others’ position in life, determined not by one’s own desire, but by nature embracing the true qualities one is born with. Gardeners, doctors, farmers, teachers, cooks—every position needed to sustain a harmonic society.


    “Incredible,” Ariana says.


    “And the Sun Queen is trying to destroy it all. It’s never been about power in Fiore. It’s never been about competition, envy, or greed. But she’s changing that.”


    Ariana nods, suddenly struck with the despair of it all. “That’s so sad,” she whispers, though loud enough to be heard above the bees’ buzzing wings and the air that whooshes past them as they soar through the sky. “I grew up in a place ruled by all those things,” Ariana continues. “Where people can no longer be truthful with each other out of fear their egos will be diminished, or they won’t benefit in a transaction, or someone else will get further ahead. Where people are traded, abused, and used as mere slaves for the benefit of a select few.”


    Tuti frowns. “So you have the right perspective then. You know how much we have to lose.”


    “Yes,” she says, looking into Tuti’s ice blue eyes.


    Tuti strains a smile on her lips. “Come on, let’s head back to the palace.”


    They fly back a different route, coming in from the west. Large paddocks stretch out underneath them. And on them are shirtless, brown-haired men in black kilt-like skirts and boots. They are organized in groups of two across the paddock, hundreds and hundreds of them, grunting and straining as they practice fighting techniques.


    Is Hadeon among them? Ariana’s gaze darts over the faces as they soar past, but she can’t see him from this height.


    “He’s at the palace today. Debriefing,” says Tuti.


    Ariana blushes and looks away.


    In the next field, there are women with long blonde hair, dressed in flowing multi-colored dresses. Magic tingles in the air as they fly overhead.


    “Enchantresses,” says Tuti.


    Ariana nods. She did read about Enchantresses on the ship, once Hadeon told her how many of them have been found dead with their hearts stolen. They are formidable mistresses of magic. Even more formidable than Warriors, who they work alongside in battles against creatures from the Darklands. Ariana shudders each time she thinks about the Darklands—the home of Hounds, Dark Walkers, and all things terrifying. It seems Fiore, even with all its magnificence, isn’t immune to terrifying anomalies of nature. The Sun Queen is just another example of evil arising in the midst of harmony and beauty.


    Back above palace grounds, they head to the stables. Once the bees have been tended to with sustenance, Tuti takes Ariana’s hand and leads her up the fields toward the palace.


    “It will soon feel like home,” Tuti says with a sympathetic grin, colors and glitter swishing through the air behind her. She is like a walking rainbow.


    Ariana nods. “I hope so.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 25


     


    A dinner is being held in Ariana’s honor tonight. She dresses in an ankle-length, gold gown and ties her hair up. The dress reminds her of the one Hadeon gave her on her last birthday. She stares into a long mirror on the wall and curls her lips, but can’t quite manage a smile. Her solemnity is vivid in her eyes.


    She misses Hadeon. She hasn’t spent this much time apart from him for many, many months. And knowing that she can’t openly talk to him, touch him, and have his body pressed against hers ever again is piercing her insides and slashing at her wrists, leaving her veins exposed and ragged. Until now, she hasn’t had time to think it through, to realize the permanency. No, that’s a lie. She has downright refused to think about it, because she refused to ever consider it a possibility.


    But she knows that this secrecy is how it must be. She has witnessed how severely people have reacted to her and Hadeon’s relationship in the past—Granny and the Warriors when they were back in Scotland. Who knows what the ramifications will be here if people were to find out?


    Tuti glides into the room and smiles. “Princess Sora has asked that I collect you. The guests have arrived and are seated.”


    Ariana nods.


    Tuti takes her by the arm, her silky skin so soft and honey sweet. “If it makes you feel better, he looks as pitiful as you do.”


    “You’ve seen him?” The question falls from her lips before she gives the consequences a thought.


    Tuti nods. “He’s seated with the others for your arrival. Tonight celebrates your return and acknowledges Hadeon’s efforts to make that happen.”


    Ariana’s breath gushes from her lungs and her shoulders roll forward. “Good.”


    Tuti laughs a magical laugh, high-pitched and ethereal. “Aaah, young love.”


    Ariana is led to a grand room with a table in the center, long enough to fit the hundred or so guests comfortably. The seats are filled with an array of people. There are burly, muscled men with white hair and emerald eyes; petite, fae-like women and men with creamy soft skin and bright pink hair; statuesque, curvaceous women, with their full breasts on display; breathtakingly handsome dark-skinned, dark-eyed men; and men and women who pulse with thick plumes of lust. Surreal, like all the characters of her spell book have come to life in front of her.


    Hadeon and his father are seated to her left, along with other Warriors. Placed at the head of the table next to Sora and Nyklus, Ariana doesn’t quite feel as though her position of honor, nor the attention given by all the guests, is deserved. She is an ordinary girl from an ordinary city, not someone who should ever bear the name of queen, nor have pride of place at the head of a royal table.


    Despite her dreams as a young child of this life, like a calling almost, so much has been thrown at her during her life to dissuade her of ever realizing such a dream. But here she is, in an exquisite palace, dressed in a gown made of gold-spun silk…a princess. The stuff of fairy tales. Unfortunately, so too are the dangers—the Sun Queen and her dark, desperate predators. Within these pearly walls, it is difficult to remember that an entire world of magic and evil lurks outside.


    Ariana lifts her gaze to Hadeon. He is watching her, his brown eyes soft and unassuming. All his emotion is hidden behind an impenetrable cloak of unattached amiability. Her heart sings for him, so in love with this Warrior she is. He holds her gaze and those few short seconds set her alight. How will she ever be able to love another? She couldn’t, just thinking about it feels as though glassy splinters are needling through her flesh.


    Hadeon looks away and talks with his fellow Warriors like she is nothing to him. She knew this is how it was going to be, their true emotions hidden, but she never conceived how painful it would feel. Her chest is tight, her heart weighing heavily. Tears prick her eyes and tighten the back of her throat. She lowers her head and blinks quickly. She can’t be behaving, reacting, like this—a lovesick fool—when their love can never be.


    When she lifts her head, she rolls her shoulders back and plants a smile on her face. If Hadeon can be coolly detached, then so can she. Ariana reaches for her glass of spring wine and takes a long gulp.


    I can at least look detached on the outside.


    Courses and courses of delicious food are laid out before them on the table—ripe, colorful splashes on white platters, along with copious carafes of sweet wine. Despite her internal dissonance, she eats her fill, her taste buds dazzled by the flavors and textures. It coats her cells and fibers with renewed life and vigor, while the wine dances with her mind, spinning it around and flipping it over. Her mood lifts a little from the wine, but also from the pulsing vibe that emanates from those around the table—a thick throng of energy and spirit.


    The room buzzes with the lively chatter of hope for the future. The music floating from the harps and singers’ voices is uplifting and melodic as it reaches her ears and thrums through her body. She looks at Hadeon who is laughing with his fellow Warriors and that empty place in her heart aches. If she could have him, she would have everything she has ever wanted. But the harshest of lessons, one she learned very early, is you can’t always get what you want, no matter how much you pray, wish, hope, or reach for it.


    The dinner continues deep into the night and Ariana drinks enough wine to fill her insides from her toes to her head. Her mind is reeling, her speech slurred, and an artificial joyousness has her floating above Fiore, just like when she was riding the bees.


    What is in this stuff?


    Ariana glances at Hadeon. Her heart stutters and she splatters back to Fiore. He’s laughing, loud and free, with a magnificent, bare-breasted woman who has taken the seat beside him. She’s sitting much too close, her shoulder against his, her hand on his arm, her head leaning toward his.


    The sight splits Ariana down the center. She sits up, rigid, heart thundering, and watches through narrowed eyes. She may be promised to another, an unknown, but until that time, Hadeon is hers. The lady leans closer and whispers with her cherry-red lips into Hadeon’s ear. He rolls his head back and laughs again.


    Ariana shakes her head. It’s as though she no longer exists. Has all their time together, all his words, his proclamation that he claimed her, all been a big farce? Were his feelings ever real?


    Tears swell. She starts to stand, but a hand is placed on her shoulder. She looks up to see a dark-eyed, dark-skinned, gorgeous man. “Would you care to dance?” he asks, a broad smile on his face.


    Ariana’s focus moves back to Hadeon who is still otherwise entertained. If that’s how it is going to be… She looks back up at the handsome man’s face and nods. “I’d love to.”


    He takes her hand and helps her from her seat. “My name is Ranaulf. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Princess Harmony.”


    “You too, Ranaulf. But please call me Ariana. It’s what I’m used to. I hope you’re a good dancer because I’m afraid I wouldn’t know the steps to any dances here.”


    He laughs and winks. “Don’t you worry, I’ll lead the way.”


    He takes her onto the dance floor. They are the only two, so the entire dining hall is watching them. Ariana’s stomach squirms. Perhaps this isn’t such a great idea—public humiliation is really not her thing. But Ranaulf links his fingers with hers, directs her free hand to his waist, and does as he said he would—leads her effortlessly around the floor as though they have danced together a hundred times. With the wine, melodious music, and whirling, quick steps, she soon forgets about Hadeon and throws herself into the moment. Her body tingles, blood rushes, endorphins expand and climb to higher heights, and she is giggling.


    The room of people laugh, clap, and cheer as Ranaulf swings her around the room, her dress swirling around her ankles, hair swaying across her back and shoulders. Then other couples join them, until the floor is filled with dancing bodies and a broiling jumble of merriment. Ariana loses count of how many men she dances with—ten, twenty—each one as skilled as the last.


    A tall, lean, muscled man cuts in on her current dance. His eyes are arctic blue, his hair coal black, and his skin an eggshell white. He smiles as he takes Ariana’s hand and waist. He’s breathtaking, and that pulse rolling off of him and reaching her deep inside her core makes her legs weak. He must be a Charmer.


    My God. Will I ever get used to this?


    As they dance, his lust pulse swirls around them, co-mingling with her own. Intoxicating. He bends to whisper in her ear, “You feel incredible. I could fuck you where we stand.”


    She leans back a few inches and looks at him. Did he seriously just say that?


    The corners of his lips curl and two deep dimples are etched into his cheeks. He leans in again, his lips brushing against her ear this time. “Would you like me to fuck you?”


    Ariana rushes a breath as his words slide in between her thighs. Her body is screaming yes, but her mind and heart say otherwise.


    Hadeon.


    A scuffle, a tug at her wrist, deep harsh words exchanged, and Hadeon is standing before her, chest rising and falling, his eyes menacing, darker than the midnight ocean.


    Ariana swallows.


    Hadeon takes her in his arms, leaving a cool distance between them, and leads her around the dance floor. He doesn’t talk, just glares. Guilt tugs at her insides, until she thinks of the bare-chested beauty snuggling against him earlier at dinner.


    “So you want to acknowledge my presence now?” she asks, words clipped.


    “As long as I’m not intruding, Ariana. Or would you like to finish up with Sonnig first?”


    She tries to pull her hand away to slap his face, but he grips her tighter. “How dare you,” she hisses. “So it’s perfectly okay for you to laugh and flirt and get all feely with Miss Bare Breasts, but God forbid I dance with someone.”


    His voice is low and harsh. “That wasn’t just fucking dancing, Princess. He was so hard I thought he was going to split his pants trying to get to you. Your lust pulses were dripping on everyone in the room. You are mine—do you understand? Not Sonnig’s, not anyone else’s.” His voice cracks, and he looks away.


    Ariana opens her mouth to spray him with her rebuttal, but then he peers at her and she can see the want and the pain in his expression and her heart wrenches. “I don’t want to be with anyone but you,” she whispers.


    “Why then?”


    “I can’t help what he did any more than I can control how I responded. I don’t understand what’s happening here with me, with how I feel. This is all new to me, and I’ve not been given any guidance on how to deal with it. But you have. And seeing you with that woman earlier almost broke my heart.”


    “Who is this woman you’re talking about?”


    “The bare-breasted bitch sitting beside you at dinner who you found so hilarious.”


    Hadeon smiles and then laughs. “Were you jealous?”


    Ariana narrows her eyes and snarls. “Stop smirking. Of course I was jealous.”


    Hadeon laughs again. “She’s my sister.”


    Ariana’s mouth parts. “I…didn’t realize.”


    His chest rises and falls on a deep breath. He shakes his head and groans. “This is ridiculous. I can’t be behaving like this because another man danced with you.”


    “Well, I prefer this to you ignoring me.”


    “It’s the only way I know how to deal with it all. I didn’t believe it would be so difficult. I never knew. But watching you dance with those men. Watching you dance with Sonnig, his paws on you… He’s lucky I didn’t rip his fucking throat out.”


    Ariana lowers her gaze, guilt prodding her guts again. “I’m sorry. It did get out of hand with Sonnig. You don’t deserve that. Not at all.”


    He sighs. “You’re a young flower. That’s what young women do. They taste the treats before they are betrothed. And that’s your right. That’s absolutely your right as much as it was mine before I claimed you. It’s so selfish of me to deny you this time in your life, especially after what you had to endure on Earth. Yes, you’re mine, but I’m certainly not yours.”


    She shakes her head. “I don’t want anyone else. I’m in love with you. Doesn’t that count for anything?”


    “It counts for nothing. You can think you’re in love with as many men as you want and none of that will matter once you meet your husband. I’ve seen it. There are no exceptions.”


    “Can’t I stop it before it happens? I’ll be queen. Can’t I make some new law?”


    “It’s like making a law to stop people from getting older. You have no control over nature.” He sighs. “I should’ve never let it come to this. No man should claim a woman who isn’t of age. Let alone a Warrior, who is supposed to be stronger than that. But damn it if you don’t make me as weak as a fragile bird when it comes to loving you. I was so lost in having you all to myself, in the passion between us. In the end, it felt like I didn’t even have a choice in the matter—as though nothing else in the world would be more important than making you mine. And look at us now. I’m sorry. Truly I am.”


    He releases her from his arms and strides away, leaving her standing alone among the myriad of twirling couples. She wants to run after him, but it would look too obvious. It would give them away, if they haven’t done so already.


    Ariana squeezes her eyes shut and tugs a trembling hand through her hair. When she looks again, Hadeon’s father is standing before her. The way his gaze invades her mind and the sheer size of him unsettles her.


    “May I?” he asks in a deep, gruff voice.


    She nods, yet everything is telling her to trust the fear she has for this man and back away. He takes her hand, her waist, as she does his, and they begin to move. For a rigid, fierce man, he can dance beautifully.


    “I never learned your name,” she says.


    “Gideon.”


    “Pleased to meet you.”


    “My loyalty lies with Fiore and seeing the Sun Queen destroyed.”


    His abrupt change of direction unnerves her. “I understand.”


    His eyebrows arch high as his glare penetrates even deeper. “Do you?”


    “I think so,” she answers weakly.


    “Do you know that the Sun Queen murdered my wife, Hadeon’s mother?”


    Ariana’s stomach roils. She shakes her head. “I didn’t know that.”


    “If a protection spell wasn’t on these lands and this palace—which, as of yet, the Sun Queen hasn’t been able to penetrate—do you think we’d be able to dance and drink and cavort like this?”


    She shakes her head. “I didn’t know about the spell. I mean, I wondered how the palace remained untouched, but I—”


    “It’s only a matter of time before she’s strong enough to break through. And when she does, we’ll have the toughest battle in Fioren history on our doorstep. I’ve already lost the person I love more than all else, I will not lose another member of my family. You, Princess, need to stop conducting your petty love games and start thinking about your duty to this land.”


    Petty love games? Her veins fire with anger. “Who the hell are you to tell me my emotions are petty?”


    “I’m the man who has kept these people alive, while you’ve been hidden away, sheltered from it all,” he barks, his words piercing her like a dog bite.


    Sheltered?


    Exasperation writhes within. She certainly hasn’t lived a sheltered life. No fucking way. “By the sounds of it, the spell is doing that. And spells are not performed by men.”


    Gideon’s eyes harden, and a deep rumble sounds in his chest. The lights and chandeliers above tinkle and sway.


    “I love Hadeon,” she says firmly. “I know for some reason that’s impossible for you to believe, but I do. He’s the only reason I’m here. My loyalty is with him. I would kill for him. I would die for him, and he would do the same for me. When I’m betrothed, I know with all my body and all my spirit, despite what I’m being told, that my feelings won’t change. There’s a reason he claimed me—”


    Gideon gasps. “He did no such thing,” he booms so loudly people around them turn their heads before backing away.


    The trembling in her hands increases, and her legs shake. Has she shared too much?


    Too late now. “He did, because we’re meant to be together.”


    Gideon takes her wrist and drags her off the dance floor, out through large doors and into the quiet hallway. She can barely keep up with his long strides as he leads her down the hall and up a staircase. His furious breathing and her clack of shoes across the shiny, white floor is all that can be heard. Her stomach is twisting, her throat tight with fear.


    “Where are you taking me?” she asks.


    “You, Hadeon, and I need to have a long overdue conversation.”


    They turn right at the top of the stairs to find Hadeon striding toward them, a fierce determination lining his features. He stills when he sees them. She meets his gaze, frowns, and mouths I’m sorry.


    His expression doesn’t change.


    “To the library now,” says Gideon, gruff and unforgiving.


    Silence is maintained until they are in the vast library, the tall walls lined with shelves brimming with books. Gideon finally releases her from his stronghold and Ariana runs to Hadeon. Hadeon takes her in his arms and holds her tight against him.


    She looks up into his face and frowns. “I’m sorry. I said too much.”


    Hadeon kisses her forehead and smoothes his hands down her hair. “It’s not your burden to hide, Ariana.”


    “No, it’s not,” says Gideon. “You claimed the future Queen of Fiore?”


    Hadeon nods.


    “What were you thinking?” Gideon’s question is more like a hiss than solid words.


    “I was thinking that I will never love another woman like I love her!”


    “But she will be married off, son. I don’t understand why you would do such a thing. What if the others find out? You’ll be labeled a fool. All your hard work gaining your position will be wasted.”


    Hadeon shakes his head. “Let them label me. There are more important things at stake here than how others perceive me. I did what I thought in my heart was the right thing to do.”


    Gideon’s shoulders roll forward on a long exhale. “Oh, son. What a sacrifice you’ve made. I know the heartache you’ll feel not being with the woman you love.” He looks at Ariana. “You do know, in a matter of weeks, you’ll be married and Hadeon will be but a whisper of a memory to you.”


    Ariana shakes her head. “He might be the chosen match for me.”


    Gideon laughs. “Princess, a Warrior hasn’t worn a crown for millennia.”


    “But it’s not impossible.”


    “No, not impossible, but highly improbable.” He looks at Hadeon with pity in his eyes. “You do know that, don’t you, son?”


    Hadeon growls. “Of course I know that.”


    “I think for the sake of this land, and for your sake, Hadeon, and for you as well, Ariana, that Hadeon should go away until after the wedding.”


    “No,” Ariana says, shaking her head effusively.


    Hadeon tenses. “I don’t think that’s the best option.”


    “There is no option. It’s an order! We have an army stationed at Connel West. There’s rumor the Sun Queen will be sending forces to break this stronghold within the week. You can head the campaign. You’re a Warrior, son. This is your station.”


    Hadeon nods. “I understand my duties.”


    “Good. You’ll leave at sunrise.”


    Hadeon pulls Ariana closer as a sob bellows from her throat. “I best get prepared then.”


    Gideon turns to the door and marches out of the room.


    Ariana spins to face Hadeon, her heart squeezing in her chest. “No,” she says, finding his tender gaze.


    Hadeon frames her face with his hands, so much passion, so much pain, she could crumble to the floor. He presses his lips to hers, fierce and hungry. But every warm sensation, his scent, his breath, is saying goodbye and it stings her like a poisoned dart.


    He pulls away and looks into her eyes. “I love you, Ariana.” Then he marches toward the door.


    “No,” she breathes. “Wait.”


    He doesn’t turn back. She runs after him and grabs his hand, but he flicks her away gently.


    “Don’t make it harder than it has to be.”


    She reaches for him again. “I love you, Hadeon. I know no one believes me, because I’m supposedly too young to feel this way, but I do. I know I do.”


    Hadeon hesitates for just a second, and Ariana’s heart lifts. But he simply nods, brushes her hand away, and walks faster down the hall. Ariana’s breaths are shallow. It’s difficult to draw air past her thick, aching throat. Tears well and dribble lonely paths down her cheeks.


    He rounds the corner, the briefest of glances back to her, before he’s out of sight.

  


  
     


    Chapter 26


     


    “You’re more than welcome to smile,” says Tuti, sliding pins along the hemline of a delicate, pale pink gown made of layers of sheer silk. Her fast fluttering wings fan the room with a sugary vanilla scent.


    Ariana peers at the dress in the mirror. Each layer is like the flimsy petal of a spring blossom. Though it’s not quite finished yet, the dress looks breathtaking as it molds to her curves and skims down her thighs all the way to her toes.


    “It’s exquisite, Tuti, but…” Ariana frowns.


    Tuti arches a finely sculpted, snow-white brow. “But?”


    Ariana has given up trying to hide her feelings for Hadeon from Tuti. According to her spell book, Tuti has flawless emotional insight. There’s simply no way of getting around that. And besides, she has never given Ariana a reason to distrust her. “But I can’t help feeling as though this wedding dress is a representation of what I’ll be losing.”


    Tuti, half the size of Ariana, stands beside her, looking at her reflection. She strokes a strand of long, black hair behind Ariana’s ear. “Oh, darling Princess. My heart heaves for you, truly it does. But you will be married one week from today, and nothing can stop that.”


    Ariana sighs, her shoulders slumping. “I know. I just wish it was Hadeon I was marrying. I can’t even consider another man loving me, nor can I begin to conceive that I could love someone other than him.”


    Tuti flutters to the other side of Ariana and tugs tight at the waist of the dress. “Your body may have different plans.”


    Ariana’s body has been swelling—hips and breasts—her tattoos brightening, thickening, and writhing uncontrollably. The yearning in her body is unending and all consuming. Passion burns deep inside. She is craving a soul mate. She understands now that this is the nature of things in Fiore, and try as she might, she can’t stop it.


    Ariana nods, solemnly frowning. “Yes, but the heart still wants what the heart wants, despite what the body is doing.”


    Tuti smiles, a shimmer of glitter spilling into the air. “Yes, it does. You’re certainly your mother’s daughter.”


    Ariana stills. “You knew my mother? But you look as young as me.”


    Tuti nods. “I fixed her wedding dress, just like I’m doing for you.”


    Tingles dart across Ariana’s chest. “What was she like?”


    Tuti smiles. “Beautiful of spirit and of body. Compassionate. Just like you.” Tuti laughs with a memory. “Head over heels in love.”


    Tears gloss Ariana’s eyes as she grins. “I wish I knew her.”


    “But you did. You were only a small child, but I felt your adoration and love for her and hers for you.”


    “You knew me too?”


    Tuti nods. “And it’s lovely to have you home at last.” She rests a hand on Ariana’s shoulder and trails her fingers all the way down to her fingers. “After your wedding, your heart will not have time to want anything. Your powers will continue to grow stronger and stronger, peaking on your wedding day. After that, your training will intensify and the plans to counter the Sun Queen will begin to be implemented. There’ll be no rest for the good, Princess.”


    The power Tuti speaks of burns through Ariana’s body, reminding her of its flourishing presence. Ariana nods and manages a smile. This does ease her mind.

  


  
     


    Chapter 27


     


    Ariana soaks in the large stone bath in her room. Tomorrow at noon, she will be married. She has resigned herself to the fact, as well as to the likelihood that she will not see Hadeon before the ceremony. She breathes in and out deeply, attempting to muster a positive attitude. But her chest squeezes so hard each time she thinks about Hadeon her ribs feel like they are cracking.


    Every single night since he left, she has dreamed of him and woken to find tears on her pillow and a grief so deep that if she were to delve into its depths, she’d be lost forever in the gloomy darkness.


    “Oh, Hadeon,” she whispers, catching a tear on her cheek with her palm.


    A knock at the door startles her.


    “Hang on a sec,” she yells, voice weak.


    She clambers out of the bath, wipes herself down, and dresses in a robe. She runs to the door and opens it.


    Hadeon’s father—a giant of a man.


    He looks at her robe, his expression severe. “Please, can you dress and meet me in the library as soon as possible?”


    Ariana nods. “Of course.”


    He turns and walks away.


    Ariana closes the door and leans against it. She’s shaking all over. That man terrifies her.


    When she finds him again, Gideon is standing in the library looking out the window at the large expanse of land.


    He turns when she walks in. “Shut the door please.”


    She closes it softly behind her and meets him in the middle of the room.


    “Please, take a seat,” he says, gesturing toward the couch.


    She nods and sits, her heart beating erratically. “What’s this about? Have you heard from Hadeon? Is he okay?”


    He sits beside her, straight-backed, seeming to fill all the space on the couch with his presence. He watches her with his dark, dark eyes. “Hadeon has sent a message for you.”


    Her heart sings to know he is thinking of her. “Yes?”


    “He apologizes, but he will not be able to attend the ceremony tomorrow.”


    “But his campaign is over. The other men have returned. I don’t understand.”


    “He’s been waylaid. I’ve received no other explanation.”


    Her chest is heavy. She stands, blinking back tears. “Is that all you needed to say?”


    For the first time, Gideon’s expression softens. Genuine empathy reaches his dark gaze. “He wishes you all the best.”


    Head held high, she nods. “Thank you for letting me know.” She spins to face the door and strides across the room.


    “Princess?”


    She stops, wipes at her damp cheeks and sniffles before turning to face him. “Yes?”


    “I know you love him and…” He breathes in deeply. “I know he loves you. Honestly, I’ve never seen anything like this before, not before one’s wedding day. No man in history has ever claimed a woman before her wedding day. I don’t know if it means anything, or it is purely an anomaly, but my son usually has a level head. He doesn’t jump into something he’s unsure of. It confounds me and strokes my curiosity both that he did what he did. Tomorrow may surprise us all.”


    Ariana’s eyes widen, and her heart drums. “What are you saying?”


    “I’m not saying anything. I don’t know the future or the ways of nature, but as you said to me that night—it’s not impossible for a Warrior to be crowned. Thousands of years ago, one of Fiore’s greatest kings was a Warrior, and it was at a time of severe unrest. But it’s rare. We, mere foot soldiers, in a matriarchal society, are war fodder. Nothing else. I can share the palace and table during uncertain times like this, but otherwise, I’d be out there,” he says, pointing at the window.


    A heavy weight sinks in Ariana’s stomach. She never knew that. And now that she does know how low on the rung Warriors are, she wishes she could unhear it. She thought these societal discriminations and systems of class were an Earth-made concoction, but it seems it has needled its way into Fioren culture too.


    “Perhaps, though, and this is only speculation, we may see a different result this generation. Maybe the Warriors will be redeemed,” he continues.


    “So why isn’t Hadeon coming back then? If there’s a chance, he needs to be here.”


    He nods. “As I said, it’s only a chance, and a miniscule one at that. Besides, I don’t trust, and he doesn’t trust, what he’ll do to any man that could be chosen as your husband.”


    A chill runs down her back. “You mean he could kill him?”


    A silence falls over Gideon and he looks away. “That would be one of the better outcomes.”


    Ariana presses her hand to her heart. “I see.”


    “So if Hadeon, by some miracle, is chosen tomorrow, whether he is here for the ceremony or not, will not matter. It won’t change the outcome. Sometimes these matters can take days to settle. Not every eligible man will be at the ceremony. In fact, many can’t travel here because of the dangers, so most won’t be attending the ceremony. Not like in the times before the Sun Queen.”


    She nods and takes a deep breath that ignites her bones with hope. “Thank you.”


    “I’ll see you tomorrow at the ceremony.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 28


     


    The palace grounds are densely dotted with guests. Gone is the field of white grass and in its wake are hundreds of thousands of people, much like a crowd at a rock concert. Though, this audience is nothing like one you’d find on Earth. It is colorful, of all shapes and sizes—a sea of bizarre characters that belong on the shelves of libraries, not in Ariana’s reality.


    Today Ariana is a blossomed flower, flourishing with fertility and beauty. She is spring on steroids, ripe and full. And atop her head she wears the crown that will mark her until her death as the true Queen of Fiore.


    Sora and Nyklus stand at her side, radiating happiness as they read the proclamation to the cheerful crowd. The hope rolling off the myriad of people is palpable. Today demonstrates, if nothing else, that there exists a chance to claim their lands back from the scorching hands of the Sun Queen. Even inside herself, with all the changes taking place in her body, she can feel that hope too.


    Her magic is burning a path through her veins, igniting her cells and blazing in her bones. So strong. Present. Never has she felt quite like this, as though the sun is the center of her universe; all her skin has grown and within her flesh and blood is power, strength, and most importantly, self-belief.


    Chin held high, she accepts her new role, her new home, her new family and friends, and is resigned that Hadeon will no longer be a part of her life. Resigned doesn’t indicate contentment; it couldn’t even remotely resemble an emotion lower than that. She still painfully aches for him and her heart hopes that there may be a chance of them reuniting, but her head understands how remote that chance is. And she, if circumstances don’t, and most possibly won’t, go her way, has to trust that what people say about her marriage today is true—that she, bodily, spiritually, will fall head over heels for her husband and Hadeon will be but a fractured memory.


    “And so the hour has come,” says Nyklus, loud and melodically, “and I call on one young man, amongst all men, from all quarters of Fiore, present or not, to rise up and meet his destiny head-on and stand at the left side of Queen Harmony, descendant of Spring Blossoms and rightful ruler of Fiore.”


    The crowd roars in support, goodwill floating through and above the thrall like colorful balloons. Ariana breathes heavily, her heart thumping, thumping, thumping. Her body is vibrating, wanting to hear Hadeon’s voice. She waits and waits, long minutes that pass like hours, the chattering hum of the crowd drowned out by her physical desires.


    Through the soft buzzing of voices comes a scramble of feet, gasps, and oohs and aahs. A man with ice blue eyes and black hair is being hauled through the thick throng.


    Sonnig, the man who danced with Ariana at the dinner held for her the first week she arrived at the palace.


    “He has the markings,” yells one of the men, roughly holding Sonnig’s elbow as he hurriedly marches toward the stage. “He has the markings! Sonnig is King! True King of Fiore!”


    Ariana’s eyes widen, hands tremble. A terrible, dissonant anxiety wracks her body, deep to her core. Shouldn’t she feel pleased, excited even, about meeting her husband? Ariana’s chest heaves the closer Sonnig is drawn. Every part of her is repelling him and this decision.


    “There must be a mistake,” she whispers. “I shouldn’t feel this way.”


    Sonnig is hoisted onto the stage. His blue eyes meet Ariana’s and he smiles wide, dimples deeply ingrained. He’s truly beguiling and genuine, but this has no effect on Ariana, none but a deep desperation in her belly to flee this situation. Her heart is bleeding, her veins blistering with objection and desire for the man she truly loves—Hadeon.


    Nyklus and Sora take Sonnig by the arms and face the crowd. “Now, you say you have the marking?”


    Sonnig nods. “Yes.” He proceeds to open his tunic and pulls it from his shoulders until it hangs limply at his waist and his entire torso is exposed. He turns to the side and lifts his arm into the air. From his armpit to his hip bone is a mass of spring blossoms, bright and fresh, in reds and pinks, interspersed with green snaking vines.


    Ariana gasps, the sound smothered by the victory cry from the crowd. The entire landscape is alive with movement and united voice—a deep, bellowing cacophony.


    Sora motions for an old man with a long beard, dressed in all white. He shuffles toward Sonnig, pulls out a round looking glass, and holds it near the tattoos. He inspects the picture through the glass, sliding the glass up and down to view the entirety.


    The old man raises his ancient eyes and looks from Sora to Nyklus and then to Ariana, smiles deeply, and nods. “It is a symbol true.”


    Again the crowd erupts like a thundering volcano, screaming and clapping and cheering. Ariana’s legs grow weak, her head reels, and all the faces and color spin around her like a pinwheel.


    Blackness.

  


  
     


    Chapter 29


     


    Sonnig’s face hovers over Ariana as she wakes. Her back is against the soft cushioning of a couch in the sitting room. The chatter, a deep mass of sound, from all the guests outside the palace floats through to reach her.


    She moans, trying to chase away the dizziness.


    Sonnig smiles. “I’m not that much of a disappointment, am I?”


    With Sonnig’s help, Ariana sits up, resting her head in her hands until her equanimity is restored.


    “Here. Please drink some,” Sonnig says, handing her a small cup of tea.


    Ariana shakes her head. “No thank you.” She looks around the room for Tuti and instead finds Sora and Nyklus standing near the grand gold doors. “Can you call Tuti for me please?” she asks Sora.


    Sora shares a glance with Nyklus before she strides closer and sits beside Ariana on the couch. She places a hand on her shoulder. “Tuti has been given the day off.”


    “Today of all days. Why?”


    Sora shakes her head. “At her own request.”


    “Why was I not informed?”


    Nyklus marches to her side. “Little insignificant details a queen is not to be concerned with.”


    Ariana closes her eyes and takes a few deep breaths. Everything seems wrong. Her wedding day shouldn’t feel like this.


    “Come on,” says Sora. “You have a ceremonial dinner to attend.”


    Ariana sighs. The last thing she wants to do is sit smiling in front of thousands of people and eat dinner next to her new husband—Sonnig. Not Hadeon.


    Sora’s hand clamps around Ariana’s shoulder and her fingers dig in until it hurts. Ariana snaps her eyes open to peer into her face.


    “You have a duty to those people out there. You are their first glimmer of hope in many, many years. Now get up! And pull yourself together. You have a willing king right here who does not deserve this…” Sora glares at her and snarls, “…complacency.”


    Ariana’s neck tightens as a fiery blast of anger surges through her. How dare Sora talk to her like this? But then she looks across at Sonnig, at his bashful smiling face, and the anger eases. She does have a duty to all those people waiting for her outside. She must make peace with the reasons Mother Nature has paired her with Sonnig and trust that She knows what She is doing because the alternative is inconceivable—that all she has been led to believe thus far is a lie and the propagator of that lie is Hadeon.


    Ariana nods and pushes to her feet. “Yes. Let the ceremony begin.”


    * * * *


    Sonnig, if nothing else, is an attentive king. He is kind, charming, and funny, doing his utmost to see that Ariana enjoys his company during the long series of ceremonies that take place throughout the day. Seated next to him later that night, under a long white canvas tent outside in the palace grounds, at the head of the table that seats hundreds upon hundreds of guests, she is grateful for him.


    He takes her hand in his under the table and squeezes. Lust rolls off him and embraces her. Ariana tries not to resist. She wants to feel something for this man she is intended to spend the rest of her life with—her king. Her own desire ignites and swirls around him. His eyes soften and she can see his cock is prodding upward against his loose tunic. She glances at the bulging material and wonders how it will be, after all this time, to touch another man intimately.


    Sonnig leans closer and whispers in her ear, “I can’t wait for this to be over so we can be alone.”


    Ariana smiles and nods, though her heart is thudding. Can she do this? Yes, her body is stirring with this abundance of desire that has been a part of her since she was a child and has remained untouched since Hadeon left. And yes, she aches to be satiated sexually, perhaps even more intensely now that she has become a fertile flower. But this desire and need to be touched feels no different than how it felt when she fucked Matt every other weekend, or any other guy she crossed paths with for a fleeting orgasm. She didn’t want more from those men and she doesn’t want more from Sonnig.


    Not like she does with Hadeon, where she wants more and he gives it to her in abundance and expects and demands the same from her. And she is more than willing to give him all of herself in return, everything, over and over and over. Not just a meaningless fuck on a restaurant bar or a quickie against a wall of an alley behind a club. She looks at Sonnig’s lustful gaze—not even with a man as attractive and attentive as he is because some force of nature says they should be married.


    “Just say the word and I’ll wrap this dinner up and you and I can spend the first night together in our room.” He pulses stronger as he speaks in a low, sensual voice. He’s saying all the right things and her body is reacting in all the right ways, but there is still no more.


    Sonnig brushes her ear with his warm lips. Her nipples tighten, but it’s purely a physical reaction, like watching a porno. She doesn’t love Sonnig like everyone said she would. Her heart still aches in that place she has reserved for Hadeon. He is who she loves—will always love. This marriage has done nothing to change that. At least not yet.


    Sonnig frowns as he notes her forlorn expression. “Give it time, sweetheart. I promise our love will grow. But in the meantime…” He gropes at her thigh and slides his hand higher until he brushes between her legs. She pulses and reactively rolls against his fingers. “Let me shove my cock so deep inside you the palace will certainly know my name by the time I’m done.”


    Ariana almost gasps. She’s been at the receiving end of vulgarity before, but this feels…wrong. Her stomach clenches; dissonance tugs one way and pushes the other. This is her husband. Her destiny. She shakes her head as she thinks of Hadeon’s words. We’re all victims until we start to believe we are in control of our own destinies and then we become creators.


    Yeah, how well did that fate turn out for you, Hadeon? You’re no longer here for me.


    Ariana looks into her future’s eyes and smiles as best she can. No use resisting this any longer. “I’m ready to leave.”


    A grin curls Sonnig’s lips. “I thought you’d never ask.”


    * * * *


    The king and queen’s bedroom is an expansive space, four times the size of the bedroom Ariana has been staying in. It has been decorated without gender preference—pale hues of beige, cream, and white. Ariana spies the bed centered along the back wall, imposing in size and draped in padded silk blankets. Rugs hang from the wall and are draped across the cobbled white floor. Candles are set in square niches in the walls, illuminating the room in flickering light. No passion exists in the design—none.


    Sonnig closes the door to their bedroom with a click that, despite being soft, makes Ariana jump. It signifies the realness of this moment. She is now married to a man who isn’t Hadeon. She glances surreptitiously at Sonnig, this man she hardly knows and certainly doesn’t love. Because there was no official exchange of rings, nor did she have to walk down an aisle, or even kiss her groom like she would during a wedding on Earth, it doesn’t quite feel real; she doesn’t feel married.


    She strides to the bed, sinks onto the mattress, her arms above her head, and sighs. At a table off to the side of the room, Sonnig pours them both a glass of spring wine. He sits on the end of the bed and hands her a glass. Sitting up, she smiles and takes it from him.


    Ariana holds her glass in the air and chimes it against his. “To us.”


    Sonnig smiles, but confusion wrinkles his brow.


    “It’s a toast,” she explains.


    “A toast?”


    “You gently clink your glasses together in celebration of something.”


    “Oh,” he says.


    “And then you take a drink to make the toast official.” Eagerly, perhaps too eagerly, she gulps at the wine in demonstration, willing it to loosen her tense muscles and expand her inhibitions.


    He takes a mouthful and then holds his glass in the air. She imitates him and their glasses melodiously strike. “To marrying the most beautiful woman in Fiore.”


    Ariana grins and takes another too-deep swallow of the thick, honey-sweet wine. The soothing affects seep into her mind immediately.


    “Can I ask you a truthful question, Sonnig?”


    Sonnig turns on the bed, lifting his leg underneath him. “Of course.”


    She clears her throat, shifts her focus to the bed, then looks back up at his face. “Um, how do you feel? I mean, what emotions do you hold for me? Now that we are married.”


    He reaches for her and strokes his thumb across her cheek. “I feel love for you.”


    Ariana nods and empties her glass with two quick gulps. “When? When did you start to feel that way? I don’t mean to be rude, but I need to understand this arrangement more.”


    “It’s okay. I expect honesty between us.” He smiles whimsically. “I think these emotions began the night we danced together a few months ago. They’ve been growing stronger ever since.”


    She opens her lips to respond, but yawns instead. She smiles bashfully. “I’m so sorry.”


    “It’s fine, Harmony. We’ve had a big day.”


    His words are slow to reach her mind and make sense. She shakes her head and rubs at her eyes. Another yawn. Her mind is swimming through thick fog.


    “I. Don’t. Feel. So good.” Her words are slow and lispy. Ariana’s muscles are weakening to mush; her back droops and shoulders roll inward. The wineglass falls from between her fingers onto the ground and smashes into a thousand splintery shards. She can’t hold herself upright any longer and falls back onto the soft mattress. Ariana peers up at Sonnig through weighted lids.


    Her eyes droop closed, but she squints them open when his lips press against hers, warm and wet. She attempts to push him away, but she can’t lift her arms.


    “Nooo,” she whispers, tongue thick, and her head lolls to the side.


    Sonnig pulls away and smirks as he looms above her. “So how would you prefer to die, Harmony—fast or slow?”


    Her insides are quivering to escape, but she is already lost, unconsciousness dragging her down into its cavernous mouth.


    “Such a shame I won’t get to hear you scream as I cut out your heart. But orders are orders, and I’m not so brave as to disobey the Sun Queen.”


    Her eyes close, but she drags her lids apart when the door clicks open and footsteps clap against the floor. Sora and Nyklus stand at the foot of the bed, looking from Ariana to Sonnig, and congratulate him on a job well done.


    Fierce fury suffocates beneath futility and Ariana falls under a thick black blanket of nothingness.

  


  
     


    Chapter 30


     


    Ariana’s chest is ablaze. She gasps, splinters of air shredding her throat.


    Noise, so much noise—shrieks and cries.


    Fear scratches at her insides. She can’t orient, can’t remember.


    Sonnig’s rough words reverberate off her skull, a whisper. Cut out your heart.


    Her eyes snap open and she looks down at her chest.


    Blood, so much blood.


    She thrashes her head from side to side and screams. The pain is fierce, blinding. She screams again and again, high-pitched gurgles.


    And then a hand is on her arm. She flicks her head to the side and stares up at the face. A familiar woman, but she can’t focus on her and can’t quite see.


    “Ariana,” she says, gently. “I’m here to help you.”


    Ariana tries to speak, but she can’t find words. The pain is all consuming, and she can’t think or see past it.


    “Listen carefully. You’re wounded. It’s important that we heal you as fast as we can. Do you think you can use a spell?”


    Ariana winces, trying to block out the pain, but it bears down on her like lava burning her bones to cinders. And that constant clamor in the room, the shuffle of feet and the angry yelling, grates on her.


    She opens her mouth, but only a gush of warmth escapes her throat. It steals her next breath and she rushes to find air, but chokes on the thick fluid. She coughs and splashes of warmth dot her face.


    “Oh no. Quick, she’s bleeding out. I need my kit. Hurry! Blend four vials of Quasark with drying fluid. I need towels and…”


    * * * *


    “Wake up, Ariana. Come on, flower.”


    Ariana is thrust from the darkness and into the light. She peels her eyes open and stares at the woman’s face.


    “That’s a girl. Good girl. I need you to listen to me and do as I say. Understand?”


    Ariana nods. The pain is less intrusive now, just a gentle burn on the outskirts of her mind.


    A desperate cross between a laugh and cry bursts from the woman’s mouth and a tear rolls down her cheek. “Good. Wonderful.” The woman wipes at her cheek with her palm and sniffles. “I need you to use a spell. You must use a spell to heal your body, or…or…you simply must.”


    A breath scratches down Ariana’s throat and into her fiery lungs—sheer agony, but life giving. She searches her depleted mind and her broken body for strength so she can conjure the magic that will save her.


    Softly, so softly and slowly, she drags the healing spell out from between her lips and casts it to the air. She waits then, mere seconds that beat like slow days, for the pain.


    In her state, is it something she will be able to survive?


    The slow, creeping scalding sets in and she claws at the blankets beneath her back, wet with warm blood. So much blood.


    At that moment, she hears his loud, booming voice among the cacophony. His name lingers on her tongue, coaxing. “Hadeon,” she splutters. “Hadeon.”


    But the pain is brutal, scorching her skin, hacking at her ribs with blunt, heavy sledge-hammers. Her attention flitters around the room, seeking evidence of him before the big black comes to take her away. Faces, so many faces—Warriors, guards, officials.


    A commotion. Nyklus and Sora, bodies battered and hands tied with thick rope, are being manhandled out of the room by Gideon and Domascus. The guards are screaming at the Warriors to release the royal captives; they draw their swords.


    Ariana can barely breathe through the searing, squeezing heat. She screams and screams as ferocious talons shred her apart and crack her in half. But still she looks, body trembling. Was it really Hadeon’s voice she heard, or was she dreaming?


    Guards fall and stagger before the raging form that bursts through them like a crazed lion. Hadeon, his face as fierce as the devil and eyes as dark as Ariana’s pain. Ariana rasps a breath inward.


    The guards grunt, “Who do you think you are to order royalty be thrown into the dungeons?”


    Hadeon reaches for a man behind him, lifts him, and throws him across the room. The body lands limp on the floor. His hands are tied behind his back, face bruised and bloody, and torso blackened. Sonnig.


    “This man is an imposter,” bellows Hadeon, pointing at the flaccid form. The chandeliers shake and candles flicker from his fury.


    “That is the king,” yells the guard. “You’ve gone mad. What do you think you’re doing?”


    Hadeon tears off his shirt, his rippled chest bursting through. Writhing like a snake around the limbs of the Mira on his abdomen, caressing and supporting it, are vibrant vines of a spring blossom. The tattoos combine as one, throbbing and beating with life.


    Hadeon’s voice explodes from him like thunder, causing the windows to shatter. “I am the true King of Fiore, and you will do what I command!”


    Pain jumps onto Ariana’s chest and snaps her ribs.


    “Hadeon,” she screams desperately.


    His gaze find hers for just a scraping of a second before she succumbs to the embrace of black wings that take her away from consciousness, but it is enough time to see his love for her shining brighter than a flame.


    My king.

  


  
     


    Chapter 31


     


    Sweet, perfumed nectar. The flutter of wings like a hummingbird with its long, pointed beak diving into a scented flower.


    A room dowsed in midday sun.


    Red sun.


    Fiore.


    Ariana gasps and lifts her reeling head. Her stomach bubbles bad tastes onto her tongue. Vision blurred, her gaze flickers around the large room.


    Her room.


    “Tuti,” she croaks.


    Tuti, standing at the window, turns her head so she is facing the bed and smiles like an angel, brightness and light in the colorful aura surrounding her. She buzzes over, so quick Ariana loses focus until she is at her side, sitting on the bed, her hand on Ariana’s shoulder.


    “So good to see you awake.”


    Memories invade, painful memories, and Ariana winces. She rests her head back onto the pillow and presses her hand to her chest. No pain. All breath wheezes from her throat and she can’t quite find another mouthful of air to take in. While the agony has fled, the emotional trauma smothers her. She gasps, mouth flapping, but is unable to draw breath. The torturous sensation before she was lost to darkness drills into her thoughts.


    Tuti leans close and looks deep into Ariana’s eyes. Her petite, pale features are calm. “I’m here, darling, and I give you all of my calm and all of my peace. There’s not a soul who will hurt you here. Deep breath, darling…that’s it…give me another. All those thoughts are mere dissipating energy that can no longer hurt you. That’s right, nice deep breaths. You’ve got it.”


    Ariana nods and takes in another deep breath, letting the thick air invade her desperate lungs. The gravity is heavy against her weary body, the air almost too thick to swallow.


    “Hadeon,” she whispers when she can finally utter words.


    Tuti smiles and places a sweet-scented, gentle kiss on her cheek. “I’ll go get him.” And she flies from the room.


    Again the memories: moving black frames, deep oozing red, swords, and yelling. So much confusion and clamor. And then she has a distorted image of Hadeon, which instantly rights her thoughts. The blossoms on his chest. His words, that he is the true King of Fiore. A fuzzy warmth nuzzles deep in her belly, both relief and excitement. Light flutters, like Tuti’s gently flapping wings, tickle her flesh, such pleasure. Love pulses, strong and fiery, in her weakened heart.


    Could her memories be right?


    A deep sigh of relief sounds from the doorway.


    Hadeon.


    He rushes into the room. She raises her head to take in his dominating frame. Ariana wants to run to him, embrace him, and feel his protective heat against her, but she’s not sure if she could even sit up. But he’s at her side in two blinks and he lowers his large form over her, wrapping her in his strong arms and pulling her to his heart. His heat burrows right down into her soul, illuming her from the inside.


    “Ariana,” he groans into her neck, warm breath scattering over her skin.


    “I missed you so much,” she says, her words accompanied by tiny droplets of happiness wetting her cheeks.


    He releases her gently and lays her back on the pillow. Caressing hair from her face, his face glowing with adoration, he says, “Me too, flower, so much. I’m so glad you’re awake.” Lips find hers, gentle and desperate. “I love you. You know that. Tell me you know that.”


    She closes her eyes and absorbs his words and the fulminating emotion that chases them. When she looks at his face again, she sighs, “I love you too.”


    His body blankets Ariana as he wraps her in his arms and holds her to his chest. This is how she wants it to be forever…in his arms, body to body, his breath warm on her face. Forever.


    “You won’t leave me again?” she whispers, sliding her cheek along his, loving the rough stubble rubbing at her flesh.


    “Never. For as long as my heart still beats, I will never leave you.”


    Hadeon’s lips press to hers. Ariana inhales his delicious scent, salty and sweet. “Are my memories right? Tell me, are you my king?” She tenses, though weakly, in anticipation of his answer.


    Hadeon leans back and pulls his shirt over his head. Her gaze wanders from his face to his thick, muscled shoulders, down to his defined pecs, and further to his toned abs where Mira writhes and, sure enough, blossoms embrace the prowling black beast—she and him, as one. He has changed even more, lighter eyes and polished skin. A figure of virility so strong it pulses off him in waves. He, without saying a word, screams sex, passion, and heat.


    A smile creeps onto her lips as she reaches for his stomach and trails a finger over the tattoos. Her belly stirs to feel them and it stings her straight between her legs to touch the Mira.


    A deep tug of air inward accompanies an indolent blink. “Ariana, flower, don’t go doing that yet. I’ll burst.”


    She grabs for his hand and grins when he smiles at her, his face transforming. “My king,” she says.


    He nods. “Who would’ve thought after countless millennia that a humble Warrior would be crowned again?”


    “I knew,” she says. “I always knew.”


    He grins wider. “I think some part of me always did too, or destiny had her hands around my throat gripping so tight I had to pay attention.”


    “Destiny? I didn’t think you believed in that. I thought we created our own.”


    He shrugs and laughs. “I was trying to be modest.”


    “Why change now?”


    He lifts her hand to his mouth and kisses it. “The moment I saw you, I knew what I wanted. Destiny be damned, I had to have you.”


    Ariana giggles. “That’s more like it.”


    Hadeon stares at her for a long moment. “I love you so much.”


    “I love you too.”


    He holds his other hand out for her and she clasps it. “Come, let’s see if you can stand.”


    Ariana bends forward until she is sitting upright. “Whoa,” she says, placing a hand to her forehead for a couple of heartbeats.


    “Nice and slow,” says Hadeon.


    “How long have I been out?”


    “Almost four weeks.”


    Her brows arch upward as she takes in Hadeon’s grim frown. “Four weeks?”


    “I was almost…” He lowers his head and swallows hard. “…too late.”


    She leans forward and kisses his cheek. “But you weren’t. I’m here. Alive.”


    Hadeon nods and smiles.


    Ariana swings her legs over the side of the bed and presses her toes into the soft rug. Hadeon holds her hands and helps ease her up onto her feet. Her weak muscles engage; hard work, but it feels good to be using them.


    Shifting to her side, he places an arm behind her back and she lifts hers around him for support. One slow step. Another. Another. A little faster. More confidence.


    Ariana looks up at him, grinning. “I’m doing okay.”


    He smiles back, his eyes shining with life and love. “Yes, you are. I never doubted you.”


    “You never do.”


    “How about we go out to the garden and feel the sun on our skin?”


    “Yes, and then we can talk.”


    Ariana is breathless and fatigued by the time they make it downstairs and outside to the front garden that is vibrant with colorful shrubbery, plants, and flowers. She groans as she lowers onto a long stone bench. Hadeon sits beside her.


    “We’ll have to nourish you with food to build those muscles again,” Hadeon says.


    She nods. “This is torture, especially with this gravity. I’ve gone back to square one.”


    He threads his fingers through hers and kisses the back of her hand. “It won’t take long…ahhh, and here is our little mind-reader now,” he says, looking at Tuti as she floats toward them with a tray filled with food and drinks.


    She places the tray beside Ariana and lifts a cup filled with some watery concoction that smells strongly of bitter herbs. “You are to drink this. Healer’s orders.”


    Ariana nods as she takes the cup from Tuti. She looks down at the oozy, green contents and wrinkles her nose.


    “It will help restore your strength and rehydrate you,” says Tuti in her sing-song voice.


    “It looks like blended frogs.”


    Tuti’s forehead crinkles with confusion. But Hadeon laughs, his deep, throaty voice echoing around the garden. “It does indeed look like blended frogs. But drink. Please.”


    She frowns and swallows down the liquid. Despite the smell, look, and raw egg consistency, it doesn’t taste too bad—like fruit juice almost. Her veins tingle as her body assimilates the liquid and coldness permeates her limbs and muscles, hardening them.


    “Wow,” she says, brows lifting higher.


    “Good, huh? Quite a potent little concoction,” says Hadeon.


    She nods and places the cup back on the tray and is given a plate of food. She picks at a long yellow stem and chews on it. She dry-retches and, if capable of standing quickly, would spit it out into the garden, but she reluctantly swallows it down.


    Hadeon laughs again, longer and stronger than before.


    “Oh, very funny,” she says.


    “They do taste horrible, like—”


    “Dogs balls,” she says.


    Laughter roars from Hadeon and Tuti’s chiming peal rings out softly too. “Not quite what I was going to say, but hey, go ahead, if you’ve had experience in such things.”


    Ariana smiles and forces down another mouthful.


    “Thank you, Tuti,” says Hadeon.


    Tuti nods and flutters away, leaving the tray.


    “In all seriousness, these particular varietals will help you. They are recovery foods. Believe me, I’ve had my share of them in my lifetime.”


    She thinks about all his tattoos, what that would equate to in terms of battles. “I don’t like to hear that—you being hurt.”


    Hadeon laughs. “Flower, I know what you mean, but as long as the Sun Queen is still doing whatever the hell she likes, I’m not sure we have a choice.”


    Ariana shudders hearing her name. She thinks of Sonnig, his face looming above her, and his words. Such a shame I won’t get to hear you scream as I cut out your heart. But orders are orders, and I’m not so brave as to disobey the Sun Queen. The betrayal, the humiliation, cuts deep and she presses a hand to her chest to ease the tight squeezing.


    “It’s over, Ariana,” Hadeon says. “If there ever was a time to face forward, this is it.”


    She takes a deep breath and nods. “I know, but it’s still so raw.”


    Hadeon sighs. “Yes, it is.”


    “Who saved me?”


    Hadeon forces a comforting smile. “My sister, Marseon. She’s a Healer.”


    Ariana nods as the woman’s face zooms into focus in her memories. “I thought she was familiar. Now I feel doubly bad that I called her a bare-breasted bitch.”


    Hadeon smiles. “Things were a little tense back then. I’m sure she’d understand.”


    Ariana is silent for a long moment, building the courage to ask her next question. “And what about S—Sonnig? What became of him?”


    He looks her square in the eyes, storm clouds raging. “I showed him how it feels to have his heart cut out, only I wasn’t so generous as to knock him out first, or perform the operation quickly.”


    Ariana shudders. “You’re brutal.”


    “When I have to be.”


    She leans into him and kisses his cheek. “Thank you.”


    He strains a tight smile.


    “And what about my traitorous uncle and aunt?”


    “There was no use for them.”


    Ariana nods, understanding exactly what his words mean. She shakes her head. “I still can’t believe it. How could they betray me, us, like that? For what means? Why would they want the Sun Queen in power?”


    “I’m assuming because they were promised power if you were out of the picture. Power has been sought and abused by many. Not so much here in Fiore, but on Earth you see it everywhere. It can turn even the seemingly meek into gluttonous, cruel monsters.”


    “Very true.”


    “Father and I, with Tuti’s help, have rid the palace of anyone who knew or took part in the plot to betray us. It was only a handful of people—Nyklus and Sora, the old official who verified Sonnig’s fake tattoos as real, a guard, and Sonnig. I’m certain now that all who remain are loyal to the Spring Blossom House.”


    “That day. Tuti, what happened with her?”


    “They had her almost beaten to death then locked her away once she learned of their plan.”


    A heavy weight settles on Ariana’s shoulders. “Oh, poor Tuti.”


    “She’s an incredibly strong soul. As are you.”


    “I still can’t believe the lengths Nyklus and Sora took, after all the trouble to get me back here.”


    Hadeon edges closer on the seat and presses his palm to her thigh. “That’s the Sun Queen’s nature. She won’t stop. I’m certain of it now. She’s getting stronger. And now that she knows you’re back and are queen, her reach is becoming broader, much more rapidly than ever before. I didn’t want to burden you with this news too soon, but I’m afraid I have no choice. We need to act.”


    Ariana stiffens and peers up at Hadeon. “How?”


    “That’s up to you, Queen.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 32


     


    Ariana turns the taps, allowing warm water to fill the bathtub. She stands in front of the mirror, while Hadeon stands behind her, both staring at her reflection. She peels her nightshirt over her head and throws it onto the floor. Naked, except for the red-stone necklace around her neck, she peers at her body in the mirror. Despite her increased voluptuousness, she has lost so much weight. She looks at the flesh between her breasts. The faintest of pink scars runs from between her collarbone to her sternum.


    Hadeon catches her hips and spins her to face him. He smoothes his finger between her breasts, along the faint, puckered line. “You are so beautiful and strong,” he says.


    Her nipples bloom and tummy tingles to feel him intimately touching her.


    He bends and catches a hardened nipple between his lips and sucks at it, piercing her insides with pleasure. He stands tall again, the cool air tickling where his hot, wet mouth was. “And when you are healthy again, I’m going to officially make you my queen.”


    Ariana smiles, slightly breathless. “Please.”


    * * * *


    After a long soak in the tub, Ariana dresses and finds Hadeon in the library with his father.


    Gideon stands as she enters. “Your Highness, lovely to see you up and about.”


    “Thank you. Nice to see you…” She stops and looks at him curiously.


    Gideon laughs. “What is it?”


    “You…” She cocks her head to the side. “Why am I no longer scared of you?”


    Gideon laughs again, an echo of Hadeon’s tone and character. “Because you are queen and you rule us all.”


    She smiles as she crosses to him and wraps her arms around his enormous frame. “Thank you for your help. Despite my condition, I saw that you were there, defending me and Hadeon when we needed it most.”


    He takes her by the shoulders, his gaze glued to hers. No longer is there the feeling of him probing to find her deepest thoughts, only mutual amiability and respect. “It was my honor as well as my duty.”


    Ariana nods and moves to Hadeon, bending to kiss his cheek before taking a seat on the couch beside him.


    “How are you feeling?” he whispers.


    “Still a little weak, but I’m okay.”


    “I don’t want you to rush your recovery.”


    She frowns. “I’ll be fine.”


    Gideon paces back and forth in front of them as he briefs Ariana on what has been happening during her time in darkness.


    “The Sun Queen’s army has taken one of our strongholds on the perimeter of the palace. We’ve sent more troops, but that weakens us elsewhere. We are more exposed than we ever have been. She is growing in number, gaining many, many followers willing to die for her. Word was sent this morning that there is already metaphysical activity on the barrier. She’s trying to penetrate the spell and I believe it won’t be long until she does.”


    “Then the real battle begins.”


    Gideon nods, his expression grim. “Yes.”


    “So how many numbers do we have?” asks Ariana.


    “Twenty thousand Warriors, give or take, five hundred palace guards, and three thousand Enchantresses.”


    “And the Sun Queen?”


    “We believe four times that.”


    A shudder ripples up the length of Ariana’s spine and all breath is stolen from her throat. “Oh my. That’s a huge disparity.”


    “Yes, but we have something they don’t,” Hadeon says.


    She lifts her gaze to him. “And what’s that?”


    “You.”


    “Me?”


    He nods. “Don’t underestimate how powerful you are. Yes, you’re physically depleted after…after…” He stops, neck tensing and jaw clenching. He takes a deep breath before continuing. “But the Spring Blossom Queen is always, and has always been, the most powerful Enchantress.” He takes her hands in his. “Do you feel that rushing through your veins and vibrating from your soul?”


    Ariana concentrates on the rush of tingling warmth expanding her cells and lighting her spirit. Her body is buzzing and vibrating in an indefinable way. Magic, strong and present. It washes through her hands, joining a circle with Hadeon, with his strength, brutality, intuition, and confidence, and it pulses like great cracks of lightning, electrifying and lethal. Ariana gasps and lets go of his hands. She looks into his brown eyes, deep reflections of all that she felt.


    “Holy fucking…” She stands up. “What is that?”


    He stands too. “That’s us, flower. Mother Nature pairs the strongest. Always.”


    She’s trembling, as though cold, but it’s not from the temperature, not at all. Magic is rippling violently through her body, barely containable now that she has acknowledged its presence and its power.


    Gideon touches a hand to her shoulder. “Control it, master it, and you will be our most formidable weapon.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 33


     


    Hadeon leads Ariana down the long hall toward the very back of the right wing. He opens the door, turns to Ariana, and hoists her into his arms. She screams and bursts into giggles as he carries her over the threshold. He doesn’t set her down until he reaches the enormous bed that stands in the center of the room.


    Still giggling, Ariana peers at her surroundings. Plush rugs of red and black line the opaque floor. Delicate artworks of blossoms and Fioren landscapes decorate the walls. There’s a copper bath off to the side that would easily fit her and Hadeon, a reading nook, an office space with a big blue timber desk and chair, as well as a dressing table with a mirror, and a walk-in closet.


    “What the…” she says.


    “I thought we needed our own room.”


    She nods, head still swinging to take in the sights of the room. “Beautiful.”


    “It was your mother and father’s room.”


    Ariana touches her hand to her chest. Her heavy heart is sinking like a stone in a bottomless pool. She stands and looks again at her surroundings, except this time from the perspective that the woman and man who gave her life once walked inside these walls. Did her mother brush her fingers along the walls? Did her gaze wander the length of the spring blossoms climbing across the ceiling? Did her father open a book from the shelves in the reading nook?


    Hadeon takes Ariana’s hand and leads her to the library. “Sit,” he says, gesturing toward the long reading couch buried in the alcove below a window.


    At a deep niche carved into the wall, he opens a timber door. Inside is a darkened space. He retrieves a slickly painted enamel box, covered with spring blossoms, much like the ones on Ariana’s spell book. He places the box on the fabric beside where she sits.


    “This box has belonged to every Spring Blossom Queen since the dawn of time.”


    Ariana lifts her eyes from the box to Hadeon’s. “It looks brand new.”


    He nods. “Magic keeps it that way. The box’s fabric is bound in a spell that ensures it never ages and that only the hands of a queen can open it.” He curls his fingers along the underside of the lid’s rim and tries to lift it with all his strength. “It hasn’t been opened since your mother. No one knows what’s inside.”


    Ariana smoothes a finger along the lid, trying to sense her mother. Nothing.


    “Would you like privacy?”


    Ariana nods. “Yes, I think I would.”


    He bends and kisses her cheek before striding out of the room.


    As soon as the door clicks shut, emotions rise from her squeezing chest to her tightened throat and into her eyes. She wipes at her cheeks and sniffles. All her life she has wanted to know something, anything, about her parents. And now, she is about to find out what her mother kept most private and precious.


    Fingers to the rim, she lifts. The lid slides easily upward and off. The scent of flowers, honey, and something sweetly unidentifiable, wafts in the air around her. Pulse quickened, breaths heavier, she looks into the box.


    A pink envelope is on top. Harmony is scrawled in calligraphy across the front.


    She grabs the envelope. It feels like the petals of a flower between her fingers. Turning it over, she sees that it is sealed with bright pink wax, stamped with a blossom.


    Hurriedly, she tears the seal and pulls out the pages hiding within.


     


    My beautiful baby, Harmony


    For you to be reading this, a baby you are no longer, but a woman grown and a queen chosen. Oh, my darling, how I wish to be there right now, with you, for you are my every breath and I’d give anything to breathe you in.


    But Fiore is in turmoil. What was once the most glorious of lands has become a place of evil, deceit, and death. I cannot trust even those dearest to me. So I have taken all efforts to keep you safe and return you to the throne when the time is right.


    I know, as I write this, I am not long for this world and these will be my last words to you.


    I love you with all my bones and blood. For as long as my heart does beat, it will beat for you. And when I am but wilting petals drifting across the ocean, they will be drifting toward you. I will never truly be gone, for I am a part of you, as you are a part of me.


    Be strong, my darling. Be brave. Trust yourself.


    Love,


    Your mother,


    Harmony


     


    Ariana’s cheeks are streaked with tears as she holds the letter against her heart. Such love and devotion stripped away from her. A beautiful being, full of compassion and honor, destroyed before her time.


    Anger brews in Ariana’s veins at the injustice of it all. Her mother stolen, killed, along with Ariana’s childhood and innocence. Trembles aggressively shake her body and the glass lights tinkle as anger spreads like a rumbling earthquake across the room. The windows vibrate in their frames. Bitterness swells in her cells, needing an outlet.


    She opens her mouth and screams her frustration to the room, a long, livid roar that sends a storm with great gusts of wind, ripping books from their shelves, covers from the bed, and glasses to the floor.


    The door bursts open, and Hadeon shields his body from the onslaught. “Flower,” he says, pushing against the wind to get to her.


    Ariana turns her face to him and her rage falls to the floor. She sinks back to the seat, grief pooling and washing over her heart. Hadeon’s at her side in a second, crouching in front of her and wrapping her in his arms. Ariana sobs, great gulping cries, her face resting against his chest as he rocks her gently like a child.


    “She took my mother. My beautiful mother,” she cries.


    Hadeon nods and smoothes a hand over her hair. His eyes are filled with empathy, his frown deeply grooved into his face. “I understand. She killed mine too.”


    This admission stops Ariana. She did know this already. Gideon had told her, but Hadeon had never spoken of it himself, and she never had a chance to speak about it with him. She sits up straighter, cheeks mottled and wet, and looks at his solemn face. “I’m sorry.”


    He frowns deeper. “I’m sorry too.”


    “I… You seem so collected. Normal. I forget that you’re in my position. Gideon told me, but I never…”


    He stands and plants his hands on his hips, laughing sarcastically. “Normal? Ha. A life hell-bent on revenge is hardly normal.”


    Ariana stands too, but her legs are so weak. She cocks her head to the side. “Really?” The anger has returned to her tone. “So all this talk of duty and honor and doing what’s best for Fiore has been bullshit, and this has really been about revenge?”


    He arches a brow and grins with half his mouth. “My entire wretched existence has been about revenge.” Ariana, scowling, parts her lips to rant, but Hadeon cuts her off. “Right up until I found you. Then everything changed.”


    Ariana wipes her eyes and cheeks with her free hand. “What do you mean?”


    He shakes his head. “That very moment I lifted your stilettoed heel onto my thigh, I was not the same man. Bringing you home became about something more than my personal vendetta with the Sun Queen.”


    She nods, her gaze sliding over his face. Such blatant changes he has gone through—the lightening of his once almost permanently dark brown eyes, the softening of his features, the calming of his temperament, and most importantly, the thawing of his heart. It’s undeniable that he is still a Warrior at heart, but he is no longer closed. How could she not have seen this more clearly or questioned the reason for these changes?


    “We both know that by no means were we capable of loving each other straight away,” he says when her silent stare has dragged on for too long.


    She focuses on his eyes—a delectable brown. “We each had some self-searching to do first. Strange, all this time I thought it was only me, because my memory wants me to think that you were always perfect.”


    He laughs loud and strong. “Far from, flower, but I’m trying my best. You, on the other hand,” he says, sliding his hand down her arm, entwining his fingers with hers and pulling her against his broad chest, “are perfect for me.” Lips brush against Ariana’s leaving a warm, tingly stamp of sensation. “But no more outbursts like that just yet. Look at this mess.”


    Ariana peeks at the room from around his wide frame. “Oops. I did get a bit carried away.”


    “A bit? The entire palace was vibrating. Come, sit down. We may all be safer if we go through your mother’s things together.”


    Ariana grins bashfully. He has a point. She takes a seat at the reading nook again, and Hadeon sits beside her.


    Ariana reaches inside the box and grips a piece of card. A colorful artwork, so intricate it looks like a crystal clear photograph.


    “Oh my,” she whispers, palm on her chest, then blinks, trying to catch tears on her eyelashes. A picture of Ariana as a baby with her mother. Her mother is cradling her in her arms while looking steadfastly at Ariana. Ariana, no older than six months old, holds her mother’s adoring stare, a childish look of love on her features.


    Ariana hands it to Hadeon to look at. He takes it and smiles. “You look so much like her.”


    Ariana nods and strokes a finger across her mother’s face when he hands it back. “So much so. There are so many things I want to know. And I feel like I don’t have enough time. I need to strengthen the barrier spell.”


    “Yes, but not while you’re weak. You’ll kill yourself trying. And that’s not an option.”


    Ariana sighs. “God damn Sonnig.”


    “Don’t worry about damning Sonnig, I’ve already done it,” Hadeon says, his tone scathing.


    “It does make me wonder, though, what good is a barrier spell if our enemies may be inside?”


    “We got them all.”


    “How can you be so sure?”


    “I can’t be. I have to trust my instinct. And not many people can evade Tuti’s perception.”


    “Nyklus and Sora did. Whoever killed my mother and father did.”


    Hadeon nods, his expression stern.


    Ariana jumps to her feet and strides past Hadeon toward the door. “I need to talk to Tuti. I need more…” Her head spins and all the colors blend until they disappear under a swath of blackness.


    When she opens her eyes she’s in Hadeon’s arms being carried to the bed. He gently places her on the mattress, devoid of its linens thanks to her storm earlier.


    “You need to take it easy,” he says, planting a kiss on her forehead. “You’re still weak.”


    “I…I thought I felt fine. I think I just stood up too quickly.”


    Tuti rushes through the door with a tray of healing liquids. Beside her is Hadeon’s sister, her chest uncovered. That’s going to take some getting used to.


    “I felt disorientation, dizziness,” says Tuti, fluttering to Ariana’s side, resting the tray of drinks on the nightstand.


    “Yes, but I’m fine now. Just a little fainting spell.”


    “Ariana, this is my sister, Marseon,” says Hadeon, gesturing toward the woman. She looks nothing like Hadeon. Dark hair, yes, but she has pale green eyes, fair skin, and is ever so slight.


    “Hi, Ariana,” says Marseon, holding out her hand.


    Ariana takes it and shakes it gently. “I haven’t had a chance to speak to you, but I want to thank you for saving my life. I’m truly grateful for what you did.”


    Marseon waves away Ariana’s gratitude. “I’m a Healer. Healing is my duty.” She looks sideways at Hadeon. “And besides, can you imagine this sad sack over here if I didn’t? I was just getting used to seeing him smile.”


    Hadeon grins and musses Marseon’s hair before kissing her on the cheek. “And can’t you feel that sibling love?”


    Marseon turns back to Ariana and rubs her palms together, chanting something indecipherable under her breath. She unclasps her hands and places them above Ariana’s head, about six inches from contact. Warmth emanates from Marseon’s palms into her skull, down her face as the hands wander over her cheeks, then down to her neck and chest. Pain burns from within her chest as Marseon’s hands hover above Ariana’s heart. Ariana clenches her jaw and groans.


    A nod combined with a grimace and Marseon removes her hands. “Your heart is still weak, Ariana. Much residual painful energy surrounds the site. A healing spell, if not cast soon enough, may not be able to completely mend the wound. And I’m assuming that’s what’s happening because you died—”


    Ariana gasps. “I…died?”


    Marseon’s gaze flickers to her brother, then back to Ariana. “I assumed Hadeon would have told you.”


    Ariana shakes her head. “No. Nothing.”


    Hadeon walks around the bed and sits on the mattress. “I didn’t think it was relevant. Sometimes knowing such things can delay recovery.”


    “I fucking died?” Ariana asks again, pitch considerably higher.


    Marseon nods as she purses her lips together. “Yes, Ariana. When we found you, you had bled out due to one of the main arteries in your heart being severed. I reconnected the artery and we replenished your blood supply. I had to restart your heart—”


    Ariana looks up at the ceiling, breaths quickening. “Oh, my fucking fuck.”


    “You’re alive now,” Hadeon says, taking her hand in his.


    She turns to face him. “Yes, but I’m not much use if I can’t even walk across a room without fainting.”


    “You’ll improve, flower.”


    “Will I?” she shrieks. She looks up at Marseon. “Will I?”


    Marseon hesitates with her answer. “I can’t guarantee that.”


    “There’s got to be something I can do.”


    “You really just need to rest, and then we’ll be able to get a better understanding of which way this is going to go,” says Marseon.


    “I don’t have time to rest. I can feel it in my veins. Time is running out…for all of us.”


    Marseon squeezes the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger, her actions so much like Hadeon, despite the lack of physical similarities. “I know.”


    Ariana looks back at Hadeon’s face, his forehead deeply furrowed. “Can you please bring me Spells and Such?”

  


  
     


    Chapter 34


     


    The spell book feels thicker between Ariana’s hands. She reclines back onto soft pillows with the book on her lap. The leather is warm and tingly against her skin. Hadeon and the others have given her some peace to review its contents. Opening the hard cover, she sees the first entry, which hasn’t shown itself before now.


     


    SPRING BLOSSOM QUEEN


    A full ripe bud, in spring she blooms into


    Flower, consumed, possessed with verve and love.


    A fertile, sexual form, teaming with life.


    Power writhes inside so tantalizingly


    Blissful it scorches her soul, scars her veins


    And beats her heart with joy and might and lust.


    To look upon her satin flesh as soft


    As petals, and her supple curves, is to


    Seek heaven and find it. She is all life,


    All love, a potent force of magic and seduction.


    More so she is strength, power, hot and fierce—


    Unmatched. Love her, adore her, but fear her.


     


    Ariana smiles. “Well, this is new,” she says to the silent room. She flicks to the next page. There is another new entry.


     


    THE KING


    His heart beats for his queen


    His blood bleeds for her.


    His lungs breathe for her.


    She is his everything, his soul, his hopes, his purpose, his dreams.


    He loves his queen completely, unceasingly.


    And she loves him with commensurate severity.


     


    Ariana’s bottom lip quivers as emotions spread through her soul. This entry is a perfect picture of Hadeon’s heart. This is what she feels in every kiss and every touch—utter, complete unceasing love. And yes, she does feel the same about him. They are a perfect pairing of souls.


    She flicks to the next page.


     


    CLAIMING


    You cannot stop it,


    Nor take it back.


    A man’s heart, spirit, flesh, and bones


    Will choose his love


    And with his essence


    He gives her his everything


    For always.


     


    Ariana releases a long sigh. Hadeon couldn’t have stopped it if he wanted to. But the entry feels incomplete somehow. It doesn’t say anything about the lover needing to be of age, which is what anyone she has ever talked to about Claiming believes. Perhaps the norm is for men to claim their soul mate once paired on their wedding day. Ariana shakes her head and grins. And since when have I, or my life, ever been considered ‘the norm’?


    Besides, she is getting distracted. She needs to know if danger is still inside the palace. In other words, people who know how to evade Tuti’s empathic abilities. As soon as she thinks the thought the pages flicker and fall into place on a page with a moving picture of a girl—not Tuti, but someone of the same heritage: fluttering wings, colors flickering around her petite frame, big blue eyes, and white hair.


    “Oh, so now that I’m queen you want to cooperate,” she says to the spell book sarcastically. Ariana has already read this entry about Lavizsia and their flawless emotional insight, but not this new paragraph.


     


    EMOTIONAL SHIELD SPELL


    Do wrap around my mind so tight


    And hide my thoughts and feelings from sight


    To shield from view what I think and do


    A silent companion hidden from you


     


    She smacks her palm on the page. “Gah, anyone would think you were working against me, spell book. Why the hell wouldn’t you have revealed this earlier to me when I needed it?”


     


    EMOTIONAL SHIELD REVERSAL SPELL


    Take away the mask


    And see what’s inside


    True thoughts and feelings


    No longer will hide


     


    Breathing heavily, nostrils flaring, she wonders how much has been hidden from her that could have helped her avoid almost having her heart cut out. Speaking of weak hearts, she would like to know if there is something she can do, a spell that will improve her health more. Despite Marseon and Hadeon’s doubt, it’s not impossible.


    The pages flutter like the wings of a butterfly, flapping air up into Ariana’s face along with the faint scent of age, honey, and spice. The pages settle.


     


    WARNING: POST HEALING SPELL


    If death do bite


    Before the spell takes flight


    The body won’t fully heal


    And poorly you may feel


    But do take heart


    And do your part


    After the fact


    To bring health back


    A spell that breathes life


    And reverses the strife.


    But this spell does play God


    And results can be odd


    So be warned this day


    There’s the chance that you may


    Undo the prior gain


    And be smothered in pain


    From life you may depart


    No more beating of your heart.


     


    Goosebumps spread along her arms. There’s a chance a post healing spell could kill me?


     


    POST HEALING SPELL


    Stitch, repair, and glue


    Until I am like new


     


    So simple, but she will definitely not be using the spell if there is a chance she may die. She will simply have to remain positive that her injuries will heal in due course, like on Earth where there are no such luxuries as spells. But the old-school method of healing takes time, and time she doesn’t have.


    But she does need to cast the emotional shield reversal spell. Tuti and Marseon need to be here with her first, in case the spell further injures her already damaged heart.


    No need for bells or loud voices here, so she discovered when she fainted—Tuti is in tune with her silence. Ariana concentrates hard. Tuti, I need you please. And bring Marseon and Hadeon, just in case.


    Before she has completed the silent request, Hadeon is striding through the door to their bedroom, Marseon and Tuti close behind. He smiles when he sees Ariana, as though it is the first time he’s seen her in months, years even. Her weak heart warms with his love, confessed in every look and smile.


    How incredible her king is: such height, broad shoulders, and a thick, muscled chest unable to be hidden behind his black wrap shirt and knee-length tunic skirt. I can’t wait until he can fuck me senseless. Tuti looks at Ariana with an eyebrow arched. Ariana notices and lowers her gaze, cheeks burning. God, does Tuti feel everyone’s thoughts all the time?


    “I can tune out when I need to,” she says, sweet laughter chiming in the room. “Like now. I’m tuning way out.”


    Hadeon glances between Ariana and Tuti. “Am I guessing correctly that your thoughts were a tad obscene, flower?”


    Ariana clears her throat, her cheeks still burning, and concentrates hard on the stitching in the bedspread.


    Tuti chimes in again. “Nothing more than I sense from you, King.”


    Hadeon grins with half his mouth, cheeky. “I have an excuse for all my filthy thoughts.”


    “And what is that?” asks Tuti.


    “I’m married to the Spring Blossom Queen. What man in their right mind wouldn’t be consumed with such thoughts?”


    Marseon groans. “Okay. That’s enough talk about sex where my brother is involved please. No offense, Your Highness, but the image this talk stirs is not pleasant.”


    Ariana laughs and watches Hadeon as he sits beside her on the bed, a teasing smile tugging at his lips. “Fine. No more talk about sex.”


    “So you wish to cast a spell to reveal anyone who may be hiding their true intentions from me?” asks Tuti.


    “So there is such a spell?” asks Hadeon.


    Ariana nods. “I just read about it in the spell book. I think we need to know exactly who is on our side.”


    “Yes, but are you strong enough to cast it?” Tuti asks.


    Ariana looks to Marseon, who is standing back toward the wall. She strides closer. “Could I cast it for you? Or perhaps we can call for an Enchantress—”


    “No. Only a queen can cast it. I believe that’s why some of the spells haven’t revealed themselves until now.”


    Hadeon looks at Marseon. “What do you think? Can she cast this spell?”


    Marseon sighs. “I’ve only ever read about a queen, centuries ago, who was strong enough to cast a healing spell after she died, exactly like Ariana did, and was brought back to life by an attending Healer. So I don’t know the full effects. I’m sorry. All we can do is—”


    “Trust our instincts. Right, Hadeon?”


    Hadeon nods and strokes a finger down Ariana’s cheek. “I think you’re strong enough for this. I saw what you did to the room when you got angry. I’m sure you can handle this spell.”


    “I think so too. We can’t risk anyone running around the palace or village doing the Sun Queen’s bidding. We’re vulnerable enough.”


    Marseon nods. “Fine. Then you do the spell. I won’t object from a health standpoint. Tuti, can you please prepare a nourishing elixir for when Ariana is done?”


    Tuti smiles reassuringly and leaves the room.


    Ariana takes a deep breath for courage and focuses on her magic. Power sparkles in her cells, so vibrantly. She focuses on all that is within the palace, village, surrounding grasslands, and farms.


    “Take away the mask and see what’s inside. True thoughts and feelings no longer will hide.” Like a silent but deadly pulse from an explosion, the spell casts outward, echoing across the immense distance to all the locations intended to receive it. Ariana’s head dizzies for a second, two, but she breathes deeply, reeling consciousness back in. Her body has fatigued, but she feels well and fairly lucid.


    Hadeon watches her intently for a moment. “You okay?”


    She nods, eyelids drooping slightly with a sudden rush of need for sleep gusting in. “A little sleepy, but okay.”


    Marseon pushes Hadeon along and sits on the bed in front of him, beside Ariana. She rubs her hands together and begins her check-up. Again the horrible pain as Marseon’s palms float over her chest.


    Tuti rushes in with a cup filled with the green liquid Ariana was forced to drink earlier that morning. Ariana grips the cup, but strains to hold it, her muscles in her arm shaking. Tuti helps her bring the cup to her lips until she has swallowed the entire contents. It vibrates through her veins, bringing some aliveness and strength on its journey.


    “Thank you,” she says, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Thank you both. Do you mind if I have a quiet word with Hadeon alone please?”


    Marseon stands, nodding.


    “I’ll start my search for imposters,” says Tuti, addressing Hadeon.


    Hadeon nods. “Yes. Please. Father will help you.”


    And they leave the room, closing the door quietly behind them.


    Hadeon kisses Ariana’s forehead, pressing warmth and love into her flesh. “What is it, flower?”


    She wants to sleep so badly, but she needs to tell Hadeon what she found in the spell book. “There’s a spell that can heal me. One that is cast when the original healing spell hasn’t taken completely.”


    Hadeon grins. “Then do it.”


    She purses her lips together and grimaces.


    “What?” he asks.


    “There’s a catch. A chance that it may reverse the original spell and kill me.”


    Hadeon jumps to his feet. “Not an option then. We simply wait until you get better naturally.”


    “I don’t know how much of a chance. The spell didn’t specify.”


    “Any chance is too much. I can’t protect you when it comes to spells. I can’t run in with my sword and slice someone’s head off. I won’t take that chance.”


    Ariana nods. “I thought that’s what you’d say.”


    “Of course I would. Surely you didn’t consider it?”


    She shakes her head as she yawns, her mind desperately seeking sleep.


    He sits down again and kisses her forehead. “You need to rest.”


    “Yes,” she says, tongue thick. “I love you.”


    “And I love you.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 35


     


    “What’s going on here?” Ariana says after bursting through the door and seeing Hadeon, Gideon, and a handful of Warriors sitting somberly around a large table in the meeting room. A map is in the middle and bullet-point notes have been made with black ink on a big, square pad.


    Gideon stands. “Your Highness.”


    “Is there a problem?”


    Gideon holds her gaze as he breathes in deeply. “Yes. A rather large problem.”


    Her gaze flickers to meet Hadeon’s wary stare. “Well? What is it?”


    Hadeon stands, his chair scraping against the smooth white floor.


    Gideon answers, “She’s penetrated the barrier on the southern perimeter.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Ariana asks. In her peripheral vision she sees Hadeon take a tentative step toward her, then another. She peers at him, noting his rigid stance and expectant expression. He’s anticipating…something.


    “We were advised that you were not well. Not physically strong enough to deal with this,” says Gideon.


    “Bullshit! No one, other than me, advises you of anything. Do you hear me?” The words burst from her throat like a charging bull.


    Gideon nods.


    “I made the decision to leave you to rest,” says Hadeon. Another step closer.


    “So what are the consequences of this breach?” she asks.


    Gideon clears his throat. “None as of yet. We have a team of Enchantresses putting up impenetrable wall spells, but as soon as they are up, the Sun Queen tears them down. We don’t know how long we can hold her off—”


    “How long have we got?”


    Gideon hesitates. “I’d say no more than an hour or two, if we’re lucky.”


    Ariana nods then spins and walks out the door, pulling it closed behind her. Hadeon’s quick, heavy footsteps follow.


    Heart thumping fast, she whispers, “This door does lock now, those inside can’t get out.”


    The door clicks, followed by a heavy thud and Hadeon’s cry, “Ariana! Don’t you dare! It’s not an option.”


    Panting, she turns up the hallway, but her legs are weakening beneath her. All the walls are slanting and outlined with black. She rests a palm on the wall to steady herself and takes some deep breaths. Damned heart.


    An enormous thud at the door behind her. Another. Another. Another. The timber splinters outward.


    “Shit,” she hisses, back resting against the wall to keep her from falling.


    Thud. Thud. Thud.


    Face inclined to the far away ceiling, her voice trembling, she whispers, “Stitch, repair, and glue until I am like new.”


    There’s a thud followed by a crash as the door shatters on the floor. Hadeon charges through, his eyes wide.


    Ariana turns to him.


    “No!” he screams, running to her.


    His face is twisting with anguish and she doesn’t realize why. But then the scent of salty iron leaches into the air around her. Warm wetness spreads over her chest. She glances down at her white nightdress and gasps to see thick crimson staining it. She looks up at Hadeon as he reaches her.


    “Flower, fuck, flower,” he cries.


    She opens her mouth to speak, to explain that she would do anything to protect her people and to protect him, but a choking surge rockets up her throat. Dark red warmth projects from her mouth onto Hadeon’s chest, sputters across his face and the white floor like red paint on a blank canvas. Ariana’s body trembles as though she has been plummeted into Arctic water.


    Damn it, this spell should have worked. Her legs crumble beneath her as the pain she thought she would never feel again cracks her ribcage. The sensation is blinding, terrifying.


    “No. No. No. Someone help me,” Hadeon moans as he takes her in his arms and sinks to his knees. He feels fiery in contrast to her.


    As they find the floor, she looks up at his face, into his frightened eyes. Such guilt twists in her stomach, for not being able to do all she needs to, for being too weak when she must be her strongest.


    “Help me,” he roars again as Ariana tries to groan from the pain, but instead vomits blood over her chin and throat. If only she can draw a breath in, or stop the flow of blood. He rolls her on her side so she doesn’t choke.


    “We are futile against a spell, King,” comes Gideon’s voice.


    So cold. Her limbs quake violently, then a calm sweeps across her. Acceptance. Peace. A final, bubbling breath wheezes from her saturated lungs. Ariana stares blankly at the wall, her body as still as stone. A brush paints her skin white, a shocking contrast to the deep red blood covering her clothes, the floor, and Hadeon.


    Hadeon shakes her stiffening frame. “No. No. No. No,” he says, words desperate, torment twisting his features. “Come on, flower. Come onnn!” he screams, his body trembling. The others watch on in regretful silence.


    Ariana’s soul heaves for her husband at witnessing the sorrow on his face, the deep unrelenting grief and disbelief billowing from him in pitiful waves.


    This startles her.


    If she’s dead, how can she see all this?


    Despite her body, dead and cooling in Hadeon’s arms, she has witnessed every ticking second from above, as though she is a bird skimming along the ceiling, peering down at the floor below.


    A soft pink glow shines and whirls around her. The love that emanates from that protective energy is only matched by Hadeon’s. She wants to get swept up in it, cradled within it forever. The same sensation she feels when she touches her necklace.


    “Mom?”


    All air, color, sound, twists and curls in on each other and gurgles like water vacuumed away down a drain, until there is silence and blackness. A piercing crackle of electricity sounds, a sharp pang of pain, a thud deep within her chest as though her heart is striking a bass drum. Her body lurches upward in Hadeon’s arms.


    Her eyes snap open to receive the impression of colors and the sight of Hadeon’s miserable face. All noise returns—mumbles of shock, the shifting of shoes against the floor—and the rich scent of iron floods her nostrils.


    Ariana gasps, loud and harsh, sucking a desperate breath into her blood-filled lungs. All the pain before she left her body washes away so fast her head spins. The passages of her throat and lungs clear until she can suck in pristine gulps of Fioren air. Vibrant tingles scatter under her skin, stitching, soldering, and repairing.


    “Hadeon,” she whispers.


    Desperate relief streams from his mouth as a long, anguished moan. “Oh, flower,” he says, pulling her against his chest. He pulls her away so he can look at her face and kiss her blood-stained lips. “I thought I’d lost you. I thought you were gone.”


    “I can’t leave you,” she says as tears fall onto her cheeks to leave watery trails all the way to her lips.


    “No, you can’t. I won’t let you. Ever.”


    Ariana attempts to sit up on her own, without help from Hadeon.


    “Don’t!” he barks.


    She shakes her head, reclining back in his arms. “I feel…fine. In fact, I feel…” She lifts up until she is seated. No pain. No weakness. No fatigue. Only tingly, erratic bursts of energy pulses across her skin as though she is immersed in a pool of tiny, popping bubbles. “I feel…incredible,” she says, shock and reverence both present in her tone.


    She presses to her feet and glances at Gideon and the other Warriors behind him watching her with gaping mouths. She must look a sight in her white dress soaked in her own blood.


    She addresses Gideon. “I’m reinforcing the barrier spell. As soon as possible, I want word sent to my room about the effects.”


    Gideon nods. “Yes, Your Highness.”


    “Did we find any imposters?”


    “No. All clear.”


    “Good. I need an evacuation plan for the palace and surrounding village for when this situation arises again. I then want every possible person informed of the plan, what they need to do, and what the warning signal will be. I think the Sealusters will be our point of refuge, with the villagers safely out at sea.”


    “Yes, Your Highness.”


    With a hand on her shoulder, Hadeon says, “I think you should slow down a bit.”


    “I don’t have time to slow down.” She spins and strides toward her bedroom.


    Hadeon marches beside her, his shoulders shaking from almost delirious laughter. “How did I know you’d say that?”


    “The same way you knew I’d do the post healing spell when I found out about the wall—a queen always protects her people.”


    “Yes, she most certainly does.”


    “You know you had no right to keep that information from me.”


    “Ah, yes, but you’re forgetting something.”


    She stops and looks at him, her hands pressed to her hips. “What’s that?”


    “A king will always protect his queen.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 36


     


    Inside her bedroom, Ariana washes her face and hands using a wet cloth sitting on the rim of the huge copper bathtub. While Hadeon works on his own blood-spattered face and hands, Ariana heads to the niche in the wall and retrieves her spell book. She rests it on the desk near the reading nook and takes a seat. Hadeon strides to her and sits back against the desk top, his arms crossed over his blood-crusted chest.


    She smiles at him sheepishly. “We really should fully clean up first, but we don’t have time.”


    He nods. “So you keep reminding me.”


    Ariana concentrates.


    Barrier spell.


    The book cover snaps open and the pages shoot up on end, fluttering from left to right until they settle. Ariana grins as she peers up at Hadeon. “The book is so much more cooperative now that I’m officially queen.”


    She can barely sit still as magic blisters a path through her bones and ignites all her blood vessels. Not in all her twenty-one years can she remember feeling this alive, this strong… Needing to move, she stands and looks down at the spell opened before her. All her muscles are twitching, and her veins are ignited.


    “Do you need space?” asks Hadeon.


    “Nope,” she says.


    She stares at the spell, letting the words slide inside her mind and become a part of her. This spell requires more energy, more essence, and more potency than anything she has ever done before if she stands a chance of inhibiting the Sun Queen’s attempts to intrude on her most sacred land. She lets that thought burn in her mind, caress her insides and mingle with that blazing supply of magic bubbling in her blood. She calls on all the energy outside herself, possessed in every single living thing on this planet, and centers it. The floor shakes beneath her feet, or is it her own feet vibrating above the floor? A sensation, much like a chilled gust of air, whirls around her, extending its reach further and further out.


    “Do build a wall around my land, of solid love that will withstand, attempts to break into my home and destroy the seeds that I have sown, to keep my people safe from harm, so they can live with peace and calm. Do make that wall relentlessly strong, up to the clouds and ever so long, so not one thing can penetrate the love I build to keep out hate. For I’m the true Blossom Queen, in my house evil will not be seen.” A brilliant pulse of light explodes outward from her like the shockwaves from a nuclear explosion, and then silence and calm settles on her mind and body. She is panting, tingling, twitching.


    Hadeon is watching her, his gaze unflinching on hers.


    “Now we wait for word that it has worked,” she says.


    Hadeon doesn’t say anything, just continues to stare.


    “What?” she asks after some time, smiling coyly.


    He shakes his head, lips subtly parted. “I didn’t realize how much seeing you do that would be such a fucking turn on.”


    Ariana pulses with need and steps closer to Hadeon, pressing her lips to his.


    A knock sounds at her door. “Hold that thought,” she says.


    “Oh, I will.”


    She jogs to the door and yanks it open. Gideon is standing there.


    “Did we get a result?” she asks.


    He nods. “It’s worked.”


    Ariana sighs as relief lifts from her shoulders. “For now,” she says.


    “For now. We’re about to start working on the evacuation plan.”


    “Good.” She glances at Hadeon and then back to Gideon. “We’ll clean up and meet you in the meeting room in an hour.”


    “Make that two hours,” says Hadeon, voice raspy.


    Gideon bites back a grin. “Will do.”


    Ariana shuts the door quietly and turns to find Hadeon striding toward her. His eyes are glazed with lust.


    “How do you feel?” he asks, stopping in front of her.


    “Amazing.”


    “So no pain?”


    She shakes her head.


    He takes a step closer. “No dizziness?”


    Again she shakes her head.


    His chest now presses against hers. He edges her back toward the door and runs a finger along her lips. The touch fans blissful shivers over Ariana’s body. Her gaze drops to his luscious lips. She aches at the memory of their velvet touch as they are pressed fiercely to her own in a moment of passion.


    Face so close, he asks, “No fatigue?”


    She shakes her head, breaths coming shorter. “None. I feel better than I ever—”


    His mouth smothers the rest of her sentence with firm, frantic heat. She sinks into his enormous frame and wraps her arms around him, pulling him tighter to her. But he steps back, only to reach for her dress and tear it from her body. It falls to the floor in a heap.


    He grips her underwear and yanks hard, shredding them between his hands. For a moment he stares at her naked body, attention roving over her breasts, along the length of her blossoms and downward. His breaths grow heavier, his eyes burn with fervor, and that ever-hard length of his protrudes from under his kilt. Obviously, quite obviously, he’s not wearing underwear beneath that.


    Pulling his tunic shirt off and pushing his kilt down, he says in a voice coarse with arousal, “Here’s how it’s going to happen.”


    Ariana’s gaze drops to his cock, so solid and ready, the tight pink head pearling with pre-come, and her tummy pangs with such need it shakes her body.


    He takes her waist and pulls her to him, warm flesh on flesh colliding; his Mira against her blossoms meeting after so much time apart. The mere sensation splashes prickling pleasure into her flesh and slides between her legs like an eager, wet tongue.


    Wrapping his hands under her thighs, he lifts her into his arms. She straddles his waist as he presses her back to the wall. “I’m going to make you come quickly, because, by fuck, I’m already about to explode.”


    Groaning hot breath against her ear, he raises her ass up a fraction and slides her down onto his long length. She clamps around him, her body remembering and memorizing anew how full he makes her feel. Her nerve endings fire as he pulls out and then plunges in again, her back bumping the door.


    Lips lightly touching hers—the scent of innate violence, unrestrained passion, and devotion swarming around her—he growls, “And then we’ll do it again, nice and slow until the entire land knows the queen has found her king.”


    Hadeon’s lips crash down on hers and his tongue probes her mouth, soft and warm as he moves inside her, permeating her body with the pleasure he can and does bring.


    “Don’t be gentle,” she says, gripping hard onto his shoulders and rocking her pelvis between the wall and his solid, unrelenting body.


    “Oh, flower,” he growls. “I wasn’t planning on being gentle.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 37


     


    “I want you again,” Hadeon says, words slow and husky.


    Ariana lies on his broad chest and nestles against him. Tracing a hand down his chest and smoothing a finger over a tattoo on his stomach, she sighs. “I’m not sure it will ever stop…the wanting.” Despite making love twice, she aches between her thighs with a need to be filled by him.


    He kisses the top of her head. “It doesn’t. It won’t.”


    She lies there silently, eyelids heavy, loving the sensation of the warm union between them. How protected and safe she feels when these arms are wrapped around her. This thought sparks another—the presence she felt in the hallway as she floated above her dead body.


    “I think I met my mother.”


    Hadeon twitches. “Pardon?”


    “After I cast that healing spell. There was this sensation of another being, one that loves me as much as you do.”


    He nods. “I doubt she’s left you, flower.”


    A tear rolls down Ariana’s cheek and onto her lip. “I almost lost you,” she whispers.


    He pulls his arms tighter around her.


    “Make love to me again, King.”


    * * * *


    Candlelight illuminates the halls and rooms by the time Ariana and Hadeon meet with Gideon. They find him in the meeting room with Domascus and Reid.


    They take a seat, Ariana automatically assuming her place at the head of the table.


    “We have an evacuation plan in place,” says Gideon. He informs the small group that if the Sun Queen penetrates the boundaries again, they should have a couple of hours to see all the residents escorted via ancient underground tunnels that run underneath the palace grounds all the way to Loran Bay, where ships will be permanently docked, and food and water stored, in case of such an event. They will then be taken deep out to sea and re-routed to a small, almost uninhabited, island thirty miles off the coast. “Tomorrow, I’ll send teachers out to educate every resident about the evacuation plan and how it is to be carried out.”


    Ariana sighs with relief. “Good work.”


    Hadeon rests his hand on top of hers.


    “But I hope it doesn’t have to come to that. So the next question is—how can we make sure that no resident’s life is put at risk?”


    “Good question,” says Gideon, leaning forward and squeezing his fist into the palm of his other hand on the tabletop.


    “We need an offense,” she says, not waiting for an answer. “I’m no longer willing to wait around like a sitting duck for the Sun Queen to do as she pleases. She wants me. I am in her way. So I will go to her and I will be done with her. Simple as that.”


    Hadeon frowns, but remains silent.


    Gideon, on the other hand, scoffs. “You can’t be so naïve to think that it will be as simple as that?”


    She stares at him for a short moment. “I’m attempting to be optimistic.”


    “I’d rather you be realistic.”


    “Fine,” she says, breathing heavily. “I have a suspicion that the Sun Queen was in possession of my spell book before it found its way to me. How it came to be out of her possession and into mine, I don’t know. Many of the spells in this book were invisible to me before I became queen. One such spell being that which masked Sora and Nyklus’s intentions from Tuti. Only a queen could have cast that spell on them. And there is only one other queen.”


    She looks at each of the surprised faces around the square table. This had obviously never crossed their minds.


    “Perhaps I can assume, and perhaps I can’t, but she may have an equal chance of destroying me. After some…kind words from the Oracle, I am even more inclined to believe that it’s definitely the case.”


    Hadeon stiffens, the pulse is his neck beating strongly under his skin so much that it shows. “The fucking Oracle?”


    Ariana nods firmly. “Yes.”


    “When the hell did you see the Oracle?”


    She holds her head high. “She found me.”


    “Oh, I know how it works, flower. I just would’ve liked to have been let in on this little meeting between the two of you.”


    Ariana lowers her gaze briefly and takes a deep breath, not saying anything more.


    “So what did the Oracle say during this meeting I had no idea about?”


    She looks at him. “She said that ‘they’ are coming for me and seek to destroy all that I stand for.”


    Hadeon’s nostrils flare and his eyes darken. “They can fucking try,” he roars.


    “We’ll be ready, King,” says Domascus, his features tense.


    Ariana nods. “We’ll do our best to stop her. I don’t know if at this stage I’m stronger than her, or if I’m simply one step ahead. But I want to be both. And in the end this battle is going to come down to two people—myself and the Sun Queen. So why wait? Why not just get it over with, but in a way that I control, not her. Not waiting behind a barrier that may or may not hold up to her attempts to break through.”


    Gideon clears his throat. “I never intended we sit like ducks and wait for her, we’ve waited long enough. Twenty-one years to be precise.”


    Ariana nods. “I know. And I thank you for your service during that time. Now, there is a very real possibility that I may…” She hesitates, trying to find a sugar-coated way of phrasing it, but can’t grasp anything nice, so simply says, “…die in the end.” She steadies her breaths when she notices Hadeon flinch at those words. “I’m not so naïve as to dismiss the possibility. But it’s only a matter of time before we meet. The outcome will be as it may. So why not just get it over with?”


    Everyone but Hadeon nods. He remains rigid with his head down.


    “I don’t have experience with battles. Absolutely none. And I know we have many, many in our path. So that’s what I need you to organize, Gideon. I want you to mastermind that. Domascus, you are second in charge. Work with the Enchantresses and coordinate a plan that will see me face-to-face with the Sun Queen.”


    Putting Hadeon in charge isn’t even an option. He would never leave Ariana’s side. It goes against his innate nature, like flying, or willing oneself to die. He is her personal Warrior and everyone in the room knows it without question.


    She stands, shifting her chair back. “I need to continue with my studies, so I’m as armed as I can possibly be. I also want to recommence my martial arts training,” she says, meeting Hadeon’s grim expression. “I would like defense and magic classes held in the village. I want swords produced and at least one weapon given to each household. We need people who can fight for themselves, particularly if numbers are not on our side. I’ll meet with you again tomorrow evening to discuss the battle plan.”


    Gideon nods. “Yes, Your Highness.”


    Hadeon rushes to his feet and follows her from the room. He catches her hand in the hall and pulls her to him. Palms pressed to her cheeks, he kisses her hard on the lips.


    “Don’t dare think that I don’t support you. Yes, it pains me to hear about possible eventualities, but I know this needs to be done and I’ve got your back, flower.”


    Ariana’s throat thickens at seeing the passion in his gaze, the love, and the undying devotion. “Thank you. I needed to hear that. I wouldn’t have done anything differently if you had disagreed with me, but I did need to hear you say that nonetheless.”


    Hadeon grins.


    She leaves him to plan with the others, intent on reading as many of the new spells as she can. Hopefully, as passed on in folklore, there is one that can end the Sun Queen.

  


  
     


    Chapter 38


     


    Ariana sits at the desk in her bedroom and opens the spell book. Her stomach is a tangle of anxious knots as she contemplates the possible power the Sun Queen possesses. If she has had her hands on this spell book, then Ariana would do well to assume that the Sun Queen possesses the same knowledge and skill as she does.


    Ariana glances through each new page, assimilating the spells so they become a part of her. She is absorbed for many, many hours with the unfamiliar spells, new information, and the recounts of Fiore’s history—how people are assigned their positions in life, how communities work together ensuring each person has all they need. She reads about the Spring Blossom House’s success in keeping order, peace, and love in this ancient land, since the beginning of time.


    The previous queens are outlined in great detail, including her mother and grandmother, who were the first in an innumerable line to die young.


     


    Queen Phelissa was killed four weeks before her daughter’s twenty-first birthday after a fall from the window of the library located on the third level of the palace. Her body was found in the moat surrounding the palace by King Walston, who later, heartbroken, leapt to his death, unable to live another moment longer without his love.


    And then, tragically, six months later, Queen Harmony and King Romar were murdered in a spiteful move to usurp the throne. They left only one surviving member in the Spring Blossom House, Harmony (named for her mother), who was crowned queen on her twenty–first birthday and married the first Warrior to join the royal house in millennia, King Hadeon.


     


    Seeing her life now as written scripture in the spell book makes her dizzy. All those years of reading about this kind of life in the fairy-tale books has shown her enough of unreality that she gazes upon these words as fiction.


    But the inky ribbons of scrawl speak the truth. Fiore is her reality now. And she is under the same threat her parents and grandmother faced. The same threat that killed them all. A fate Ariana could inherit, and it would end the Spring Blossom line and leave the Sun Queen to become the next ruling faction.


    Ariana shudders as she recalls the burnt landscape, Rissa’s soulless stare, and the desperation of Paulao. This will become normalcy for Fiore if she succumbs.


    “Sun Queen,” she says to the book.


    The pages remain flat and unmoving.


    “The spell to defeat the Sun Queen.”


    Again nothing.


    Ariana groans. “Who is the Sun Queen?”


    Nothing.


    “Where is the Sun Queen?”


    Nothing.


    Ariana slams her fist on the desk. “So now you won’t cooperate.”


    She flips the pages back to the beginning and, one by one, manually flicking each, looks for something on the Sun Queen. She comes to the final page and reads it.


    Intention existed before words.


    “So that’s all you’ve got!” she yells, slamming the book closed. She rests her forehead on the hard cover, shaking her head from side to side. “I’m fucked.”


    The door clicks and a draft blows through. She doesn’t rise from her apathetic position.


    “Oh no,” says Hadeon, his footsteps and the swish of his kilt sounding closer. “That doesn’t look like a good sign.”


    Ariana groans as she lifts her head to peer up at him. “There’s nothing in here,” she says, jabbing the spell book with her index finger, “about the Sun Queen. Absolutely fucking nothing. There is no grand-fangled freakin’ spell. I’ve read everything. Every single page.”


    Hadeon is silent.


    “Do you realize I’m the last in the Spring Blossom line?”


    He nods.


    “If I die, it’s all over.”


    “You won’t die,” he says, emphatically pronouncing the won’t.


    She stands and throws her hands in the air. “You don’t know that. No one does. And if this…” She lifts the book up and pitches it across the room. It hits the wall and slides to the floor. “…is all I have in my arsenal, then quite frankly, we’re all fucked.” Her breaths are heavy, her head drooping as her gaze stays solid on her feet.


    “Ariana,” says Hadeon, stepping closer.


    Tears find their way down her cheeks.


    “Ariana,” he says again, louder, closer now.


    She wipes at her wet cheeks and looks up into his eyes. He frowns and takes her hand in his.


    “I can’t let everyone down, Hadeon. I can’t.” Tears start falling faster, rolling down her cheeks until they leave their salty taste on her tongue. “But I think I’m going to. I’m clueless about even where to start…what to do… I don’t even know where to find her.”


    He pulls her into his arms. “Ariana, it’s perfectly okay to be afraid. But not if it destroys your self-belief. You must face what’s ahead of you, ahead of us, despite the fear. Because that’s what courage is—acting despite the fear.”


    She sniffles loudly. “I know you’re right. I know that. But this isn’t something insignificant like jumping out of a plane or swimming in a cage with sharks. People’s lives and happiness are at stake. And all that rests on my shoulders.”


    Hadeon shifts a step back and lifts her chin so she is looking at him. “You’re the right person for this job. Mother Nature does not choose imposters. She chooses exactly who is needed—always. Without exception. No one else, not one single person, is capable of being in this position. Do you understand that?”


    Ariana nods as she sniffles again.


    “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again—you must face forward. You can’t be frozen by this fear of what may or may not happen. Face forward. I’m with you. And I have complete faith in you, even if you can’t find it within yourself yet. Doubt brings death, Ariana. There’s no room in your heart for it.”


    For a long moment she stares at his genuine face, doing all she can to heed his advice and shake off the doubt and fear. But when you have lived your entire life having all that you love taken from you, or treated inhumanely, and being stopped at every turn, it’s difficult to think that won’t happen again.


    “Remember what I said about destiny, Ariana?”


    “I remember,” she says. “I’m the creator of my destiny.”


    Hadeon grips her shoulders and nods. “Yes. Even if you just fake it until you truly do start to believe it.”


    She nods and wipes at her cheeks.


    “I love you,” he says.


    Again the nod. “I know. I love you too. And thank you.”


    He wraps his arms around her and leads her to the bed. Hadeon sits and pulls her onto his lap. He kisses the top of her head as she cradles against his chest, breathing in his warmth and strength.


    “Tell me what you know about the Sun Queen. Have you seen her?”


    He strokes hair from her face and kisses her head again. “I’ve never seen her, but Father has. The day she killed my mother. He said she was eerily beautiful, with glittery bronze skin and blonde hair as yellow as Earth’s sand. She has eyes like piercing daggers, and they are as blue as Earth’s oceans. She’s untamed and brutal, just like the sea, and will kill you as quick as look at you.”


    Ariana shudders. “What about her powers?”


    “No one is sure of her strength, and it seems she grows stronger every day.”


    “So when you were sent to Connel West, did anyone come face-to-face with her?”


    “No. It ended up being a false alarm and most were sent home. Father asked me to stay on a little longer, just to be sure she wasn’t fooling us, at least until after your ceremony, but she never showed.”


    “I could’ve choked your father when he did that. It was hell those weeks you were away. And then to hear that you didn’t even want to be here for the ceremony—”


    “Of course I wanted to be here. To watch you be crowned Queen of Fiore. I’ve lived my whole life for that moment. And to this day, it still wracks me with guilt that I didn’t see you standing on that stage.” He scoffs sardonically. “In hindsight, I should’ve just did what I wanted to, my father’s wishes be damned.”


    Ariana sits ups straighter. “Father’s wishes?”


    He kisses her head and runs his hand up and down the length of her arm as it wraps around his waist. “He said he didn’t trust me should someone else be chosen king.”


    She presses back so she can look at his face, her eyebrows knitting together. “He said to me that you didn’t trust yourself.”


    He glides a finger down her face and kisses her gently. “Either way, it’s all just a memory now.”


    She strains a smile. “Yeah. Thank the moons.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 39


     


    Ariana stands before Reid, poised to attack. His gaze is locked on her, waiting for any slight movement. Like a rattlesnake, Ariana jumps and kicks at him, but he blocks her move, his palm knocking her shin and sending her off balance. She lands hard on the grass below, all air whooshing from her lungs.


    She attempts a breath in, but her body can’t manage it. Reid is crouching at her side with his hand resting on her back. “Oh shit, Your Highness, I didn’t mean to—”


    She lifts a hand and shakes her head, still desperately gasping like a fish with no water. And then her lungs loosen and air gushes inward. She rolls onto her back and looks up at the sky, breathing deeply.


    “Are you okay?” Reid asks, his forehead wrinkled, his gaze darting around the paddock. For Hadeon?


    With effort, she manages to incline onto her elbows and smiles. And then she laughs and laughs. “I’m fine, Reid. Just a little winded.” She gets to her feet. Hadeon is strolling across the field.


    “Oh fuck,” says Reid. “Now I’m in for it. I’m sorry. I don’t know my own strength sometimes.”


    Ariana presses her palms to her knees and shakes her head. “You were only doing what I asked you to do.”


    Hadeon marches to them. “Combat training, Reid, not fucking knock-the-queen-out training.”


    Reid grimaces, his features twisted with apology. “I know. I know. I said I was sorry.”


    With a hand on her lower back, and another on her arm, Hadeon helps Ariana straighten. “Best to stand upright after you’re winded.”


    She nods, trying to breathe steadily. “I’m fine. Really.”


    “I think that’s enough for today,” he says to Reid, nodding toward the palace. “You’ve been out here all day.”


    Reid offers another apologetic frown and strides away.


    “I need all the practice I can get,” she says.


    Hadeon sighs. He backs away until he is standing three feet from her. “Look here. When you took that kick, you hopped first, letting Reid know exactly what you were about to do. He’s watching you, every single inch of you, ready for the slightest movement. So you need to be quick and discreet. Take the stance,” he says.


    She stands with her left leg forward, her right behind.


    “Good, distribute your weight evenly.”


    She does so.


    “Now, when you go to kick me, you need to shift that weight onto your front leg and then strike out with your right. But don’t let me see you do it. Fast and discreet.”


    Breathing evenly, she transfers eighty percent of her weight onto the left leg and thrusts the other at him, striking him in the stomach.


    “Good,” he says. “Again, but this time conjure energy and blast it at me.”


    As she focuses on him, she transfers her weight again and holds it there. She breathes in dragging all the outer energy she can muster. A burst of power, she kicks out and strikes him again, this time sending him staggering backward. He rubs at his stomach while throwing his head back in laughter.


    “That a girl.” He strides to her, a grin on his face, and tackles her gently to the ground, pinning her down with her wrists above her head. He lowers his mouth over hers and kisses her hard. “Fuck, it turns me on when you get all rough and tough.”


    Ariana giggles and kicks up at him, but he lowers his body onto hers, stopping her with his sheer weight.


    “I could fling you away with a spell,” she says, smiling.


    He cocks his head to the side. “You could do that. Or you could kiss me instead.”


    “You know my weakness,” she says and presses her lips to his, her tongue finding his, so warm and silky. She groans against his mouth and melts under his unrelenting body.


    An apologetic cough sounds from above.


    Hadeon releases her lips and lifts his head, while Ariana peers around him for the source. A young lady with blonde hair and violet eyes smiles down at them, her cheeks flushing red.


    “Um, I’m sorry to interrupt, but Gideon said that you want an Enchantress to help you with some training this afternoon.”


    Hadeon smiles at Ariana, kisses her once on the lips, and climbs off. They both lift to their feet, wiping the stray grass from their clothes. “I’ll see you for dinner,” he says before strolling away.


    “Um, yes. Thank you for coming to help me.”


    The girl smiles. “My pleasure, Your Highness. My name is Phenella. I’m one of the highest ranked Enchantresses, but I’m not sure I could be of assistance to someone of your power—”


    Ariana lifts a hand to stop her. “I really would just like to talk about some things with you, if you don’t mind.”


    “I don’t mind at all.”


    “Come, let’s go for a walk through the forest.”


    Side by side, they stroll across the white fields down to the edge of the forest. The sun is descending and is casting red shadows across the landscape, shading the vibrant blue trees a brilliant purple hue.


    “How do you all learn your craft?” Ariana asks. “From your mothers? Or training from a young age?”


    Phenella looks at her as she treads through the thick forest. “Somewhat. I guess we learn by watching our mother and siblings. But mostly the magic develops intuitively.”


    Ariana arches a brow and stops. “Intuitively?”


    Phenella comes to a standstill as well. She smiles as she nods. “We’ve gone millennia without the spell book and the spells just kind of became lost throughout the years. We rely on our own innate ability for magic.”


    “When you say that the spells were lost, what do you mean? Like the words of the spells?”


    “Yes. Exactly.”


    “So you cast spells wordlessly?”


    Phenella nods and smiles.


    Ariana walks again, brushing a hand against the silky trunk of a tree. “What spells can you do?”


    Phenella rattles off an impressive number of spells, all of which were outlined in the spell book while Ariana was still a princess.


    “Over the years, do you learn more? Intuit more?”


    Phenella shakes her head. “Once an Enchantress hits her late teens, she knows all she’ll ever know. Only you have that gift to grow.”


    “How so?”


    “We, the Enchantresses, do not have…enough power within us to perform the spells a queen is capable of. A Spring Blossom is the closest link to Mother Nature, who is the source of all of life and all that is. You are the direct link to all of that. You are her heart and her body and her strength. The sky is the limit with what you can do.” Phenella lowers her gaze and smiles bashfully. “I mean, that’s what I was told anyway.”


    “And what about the Sun Queen?”


    Phenella glances around the forest and lowers her voice. “I’m skeptical about her power. I’ve yet to see anything that I couldn’t do myself.”


    “What do you know of her?”


    “That she rose from a single ray of sunshine—that’s why she’s so fiery.”


    Ariana laughs. “Yes, well that may explain it.”


    “But she is still only a sunray.”


    Ariana arches a brow. “And what do you mean by that?”


    “Mother Nature dictates the rising and the setting of the sun every day. Not to mention the moons and the stars. She blooms the flowers, oversees the tides. A single ray of light should be nothing to fear.”


    Ariana nods. “One more question?”


    Phenella smiles. “Sure.”


    “How do you cast a spell without words?”


    Phenella’s forehead crumples and her eyes narrow.


    Ariana forces a smile. “I simply want to know your process.”


    Phenella sighs, her shoulders relaxing, then laughs. “I’m sorry, I thought you meant that you couldn’t… Never mind.” She presses a hand to her head. “Gee, I’ve never really thought about the process before. I guess I just clear all the thoughts and words from my mind and manifest the result.”


    “So if you want to animate a rock, you’d think about the rock being alive.”


    Phenella nods. “I guess so. I mean, I think that’s all I do. Is that what you do?”


    Ariana nods. “Exactly,” she lies. “Thank you so much for your help this afternoon, Phenella. I appreciate it.”


    “No problem. Anytime you need me.”


    “And thanks for your help with the barrier breach last week.”


    Phenella’s lips part on a rushed inhale. “The barrier was breached?”


    “No one told you?”


    “No.” She pushes her hands into the pockets of her colorful dress and looks away. “But then again, I’m not the Head Enchantress and she chooses what information we know. Though, I thought she would’ve told me about—”


    “Your Highness?”


    Tuti is standing behind Ariana with her wings flapping vibrant rainbows through the darkening forest.


    “Hi, Tuti,” she says. “Have you met Phenella?”


    Tuti smiles. “Yes, many times over the years.”


    “I might head back up to the palace, unless you need me for something else?” Phenella says.


    Ariana shakes her head. “All done here. Go ahead. I’ll see you later.”


    Phenella waves and walks away.


    Tuti takes Ariana’s hands and smiles excitedly. “Come for a fly with me. Please, please, please, please?”


    The excitement emanating from Tuti rolls off and splatters over Ariana’s skin. It seeps into her veins and lightens her spirits. “That sounds like a great way to clear my mind.”


    Within moments of collecting the bees from the stable, Ariana and Tuti are soaring through the sundrenched sky.


    “I’ll show you something amazing,” says Tuti, grinning wide. “Follow me.”


    She soars left toward tall, vertical, red-stoned cliffs that line the western side of Pursia. They land on a small plateau on the tallest peak. Ariana climbs off the back of her bee and sits near the edge on the dusty rock. Tuti sits close beside her, head resting on Ariana’s shoulder.


    The warm breeze blows across her flesh and through her hair. It smells so familiar now, the hints of vanilla and spice. Facing forward, the view doesn’t end—it extends all the way across Fiore until it disappears into a haze of vibrant lava red as the setting sun spills onto the land, staining it with color. Ariana’s heart warms.


    “Thank you,” she whispers to Tuti, tears wetting her cheeks.


    Tuti smiles. “I used to come here with your mother. This was her favorite place to forget about all her responsibilities.”


    “I can see why she liked it.”


    They didn’t say anything else until the remaining light sank further into darkness. Under the gauzy halo of the moons, they flew home.


    Home. Now that’s something new.

  


  
     


    Chapter 40


     


    A little bruised from her hours training in the fields with Reid, Ariana groans as she crawls into bed beside Hadeon. She rolls to face him, bodies so close his heat permeates her. She smoothes a hand over his chest and down his toned abs to that sexy V at his hip. It’s as though she doesn’t have a say—controlled by this tugging desire to touch him.


    Why did she start touching him? She knows once she starts, it’s so damn hard to stop. And so damn hard not to lean in and dart her tongue along the salty skin at his neck. Then lower. And lower.


    Ariana shakes her head. She wants a serious conversation with him first. She closes her eyes and swallows down her lust. When she looks back into his face, Hadeon’s grinning with half his mouth, cheeky.


    “You okay?”


    She nods. “Just…controlling the urges.”


    His grin grows wider. “Mmm. Urges.”


    “Oh, you know about those?”


    He brushes her bottom lip with his thumb. “I want to fuck you every moment I’m awake. I know all about urges.”


    “But I want to talk first.”


    He breathes out noisily through his nose. “I can do that. What do you want to talk about?”


    “I want to know about your mother. You never speak of her.”


    He leans closer and presses his warm, velvety lips to hers. “My mother. She was amazing. And I don’t say that because she’s my mom, but because she truly was. Beautiful and strong. Ethics as solid as stone.” He laughs at a memory. “She would not take any shit from anyone. Even Father.”


    “Obviously a Healer like Marseon?”


    He nods. “An incredible Healer. Compassionate. Selfless. She taught me so much. Could’ve been a Warrior herself, the way she thought about things.” Again that smile and the distant glaze to his eyes. He focuses back on Ariana. “I was sent to her clinic when I was eight or nine. I had my torso sliced open during training.” He motions over the side of his belly in demonstration. “There was so much blood, and I was shaking and pale as she sat me up on the treatment table. She sewed it up without a word, rubbed on some healing ointment, covered it with a patch, and told me to go back out and continue with my training.”


    Hadeon smiles bashfully. “But I was terrified. All the boys were so much bigger than me, and I’d received a firsthand lesson on how much they could hurt me. So I started crying and shaking and giving all the reasons I couldn’t do it. She just smiled at me, hugged me tight, and said, ‘Life is scary, Hadeon, especially for a Warrior. But fear chases fear. So if you let that into your heart, you’ll have it stalking you forever. And you don’t want to be scared your whole life. The only way to get rid of fear is to turn your back to it. It doesn’t like to be ignored for long and will eventually slink away. Then all that will be left is self-belief. And self-belief is what you need to reach the stars. So remember, when your self-belief falters, when you have the thought that you can’t do something, you’ve let fear creep back in. But as soon as you recognize that, and ignore fear again, your self-belief will return even stronger than before.’


    “She told me to hurry on outside before the fear grew any bigger because the stars are so much brighter and so much prettier.” He stops, takes a deep breath, and manages a tight smile. “Every time I look at the stars I think of her. Those words. And I remind myself that with self-belief is the only way to truly live.”


    Ariana swallows the aching lump in her throat. “What a smart woman.”


    He sighs. “She was. And a real threat to anyone who didn’t have a moral compass. The Sun Queen would’ve seen that. Obviously she saw that.”


    “How old were you when she died?”


    “Ten. It tipped my life upside down. But despite Marseon’s own grief, she was there for me, a vessel of love and all of Mother’s wisdom.”


    “And what about Gideon?”


    Hadeon shrugs. “Father has always been what he is—a professional.”


    Ariana understands. She has sensed the polite, professional distance between them since their first encounter. “Speaking of professionals, how’s the battle plan coming along?”


    “All set. Father will brief you in the morning.”


    She rolls onto her back and looks up at the high ceilings. “The palace is too quiet. Don’t you think?”


    “I agree.”


    “It worries me.” She turns her head to face him. “We need to fast forward on our offense.”


    He nods. “I think so too.”


    “What does Gideon think?”


    “He believes we should hang back.”


    “So what do we do?”


    “Whatever you decide.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 41


     


    The dining hall is empty at this time of the morning when the sun is barely touching the horizon, struggling to chase away the blackness of night.


    Hadeon and Ariana sit together at the head of the table, Gideon and Domascus to her right, and Lela, the Head Enchantress, to Hadeon’s left. Lela is willowy with long blonde hair and possesses the trademark violet eyes.


    Gideon bites on a purple stalk and chews it before he lifts his dark gaze to meet Ariana’s. “We can’t pinpoint the location of the Sun Queen. All we can do is clear the way until we find her. Once we have her location, that’s when we will send you through.”


    Ariana nods, considering his proposal. “How long do we anticipate before I’m face-to-face with her?”


    “There’s no way of knowing.”


    “A week, two weeks, a month?”


    Gideon shrugs, grimacing. “Could be any of those.”


    Ariana sighs, yesterday’s frustration still coiling tightly in her veins. “Why do we not have any information to lock in?” Her voice is louder than she intends, and Hadeon squeezes her hand gently under the table. “We’ve no time frames. We don’t know where she is. Hell, I don’t even know who the fuck she is.”


    Gideon breathes a noisy breath in through his nose and releases it. “You understand the problems we’re facing then.”


    Rubbing the bridge of her nose, Ariana keeps her gaze downcast until she has controlled her emotions. Gideon isn’t at fault here. She must remember the true enemy, the Sun Queen. “We’re running into this blind and it…unsettles me.”


    “You and me both, Your Highness, but we have no other options.”


    She lifts her eyes to his when he says ‘Your Highness’ with sarcastic emphasis. Is he mocking me? Ariana glances sidelong at Hadeon who stiffens in the chair beside her and releases his grip. He stands, face snarling.


    “Father or not, you speak to Ariana like that again, you won’t be heading this campaign. You’ll be working in the bee stables instead.”


    Gideon snarls and the chandeliers overhead tinkle. His big grip clutches the armrests of his chair and he tenses to stand, but drops his gaze, a noisy sigh outward through his nose, and sits again.


    “I apologize,” he says, voice filled with restrained violence.


    Ariana lifts her arms in the air. “That’s enough.” In-house squabbling isn’t going to help conditions. “We need to get started on this. I won’t be waiting back here until the path is clear. I’ll be working alongside my Enchantresses, alongside Lela. That’s where I belong, and that’s where I’ll be the most help.”


    Gideon leans forward. “I can’t condone that. You’re our greatest safety concern. You’re what we are doing all of this for. You are to stay here until we can guarantee your safety.”


    Ariana shakes her head. “No. And I’ll tell you why—because you can’t guarantee my safety, and you are simply delaying the inevitable. How long until we are ready to leave?”


    Gideon focuses on his hands, breathing deeply, before lifting his black gaze to meet hers again. “Ten days.”


    “That’s too long. I want feelers out in the next hour locating the Sun Queen’s activity. I want to be briefed on what is found before dinner this afternoon. Tomorrow we send a covert cluster to follow any trails. We need all our troops ready to leave in the next three days.”


    Gideon’s hand clenches as it rests on the tabletop. “Fine, but I insist you wait here. What if there’s a breach of the barrier and we need to evacuate the village?”


    “If she does strike, there’ll be guards, Enchantresses, and Warriors left here to organize the evacuation.”


    “What about the palace? She could destroy it.”


    “A palace is not worth anything if there is no one alive to live in it.”


    Gideon nods. “Fine. Then the plan is settled. We leave in three days. Domascus, brief the Warriors. Lela, brief the Enchantresses.”


    Ariana nods. “Yes, it’s vitally important that we all have coordinated knowledge. The Enchantresses need to be kept up-to-date, all of them, so we are operating on the same information.”


    Lela nods and raises her violet eyes to Ariana. “Of course, Your Highness. I make sure my girls are atop of everything.”


    “Apparently not. I was talking to one of your high-ranked Enchantresses yesterday, and she knew nothing of the barrier spell breach.”


    Lela’s forehead crumples. “Barrier spell breach?”


    Gideon stands. “I don’t like to burden everyone with every detail. Surely you can understand how I wouldn’t benefit from a panicking team.”


    Ariana is silent for a long moment. “I can see that, Gideon, but leaving the Head Enchantress out of the loop with something that could put her girls’ lives under threat is just plain…” Stupid.


    “I understand. I’ll ensure everyone is informed from here on out.”


    Ariana pushes the plate in front of her away. “Please do.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 42


     


    Ariana grips tightly to Hadeon’s hand as they stroll across the field toward the Miras’ paddocks at the back of the palace. “What the hell happened in there?” she asks.


    Hadeon shakes his head. “I’m not certain. I think stress levels are rising.”


    “I just can’t shake the feeling that something isn’t quite right. I can’t put my finger on it though.”


    Hadeon stops and looks at her. “I know what you mean. I feel it in my bones.”


    “Intuition?”


    He nods.


    Veruka is in the paddock with the other Mira. Her black coat is shiny and eyes bright butterscotch. When she sees Hadeon standing beside Ariana near the gates she voices an excited roar, flashing long, pointed teeth, and lopes to him.


    He laughs and pats her neck as she slings her huge paws onto his shoulders. “Good morning, darling,” he says. “Do you remember Ariana?”


    Veruka’s paws find the grassy ground again and she rubs her cheek on Ariana’s hip. She giggles and pats her head. Veruka purrs.


    Hadeon grins. “I think you’re her new favorite.”


    “Not by a long shot,” she says as Veruka soon leaves her side and rubs her face against Hadeon’s. “How old were you when you got her?”


    “She found me when I was thirteen. Mira find their companions. Not the other way around.” He laughs at a memory. “She stalked me through the forest near Loran Bay one afternoon when I was sent to collect some supplies for Father. She jumped me, pinned me to the forest floor, and proceeded to lick my face. Needless to say, she followed me home and has never left me since. Come on,” he says, taking Ariana by the waist and lifting her onto Veruka’s back as though she weighs nothing. He climbs on in front. “That’s a girl,” he says, leaning down and talking softly in the big cat’s ear. “We are going into the village today.”


    Ariana grips tight to Hadeon’s waist and they are off, pouncing across the paddock, down and through the forest. Ariana raises her face to catch the sunlight that is sputtering through the treetops. The fertile leaves crunch under Veruka’s pounding paws, in competition with her quick, rumbling breaths.


    Ariana breathes in the scent of the forest—wet earth mixed with spice and sweetness. Her heart grows and warms as it beats with connection to this place—to all things. She touches the velvety leaves on a low-hanging branch. Life beats into her fingertips—the leaves’ life, the tree’s life, the soil below her, nourishing the entire forest. Veruka’s pulse beats between Ariana’s thighs as she grips her flank. And Hadeon’s heat and love seeps into her chest as she rests against his back. She is made from all this and all this is, in some way, made from her blood, bones, and spirit.


    Fiore birthed her mother and father, and when they died they became a part of Fiore again, in a new form, their life still lingering in the unceasing memory of this place.


    “I can feel the life of this place as though it’s my own beating heart,” says Ariana into Hadeon’s ear.


    He reaches behind and grips her hand. “One and the same.”


    * * * *


    Many people are out moving along the sandy cobbled streets of Pursia today. Tangible anxiety pulses in the air as Warriors sweep house to house providing swords, and teachers brief residents of the evacuation process. But as Ariana and Hadeon pad down the street on Veruka’s back, an excited energy replaces the gloom. People stop and others pour from their houses to see the commotion.


    They slide off of Veruka and make their way through the growing crowd, meeting and talking to the men, women, and children. The children have never lived without the dark shadow of the Sun Queen. Ariana assures them of their efforts to bring peace back to Fiore and quashes the rumors scampering through the village.


    As the villagers relax, they tell her stories about the great traveling shows and carnivals the previous queens would hold all over Fiore. They speak with glazed eyes about the happy memories of enormous feasts and music events where the queen would meet all her people and bring such cheer to their lives. They speak of the sorrow they still hold in their hearts over the passing of Ariana’s mother and how the years between queens have been desolately cold.


    Ariana promises each of them, face to face, eye to eye, that she will do her best to see that all those wonderful memories of Fiore and the royal house will be met in the future with new memories—better memories.


    Though, as the sun sets and they ride back to the palace, heaviness falls on her heart and shoulders, because as much as she wants to restore peace in Fiore and defeat the Sun Queen, she’s not quite sure she can.


    Hadeon detours on the way home along an overgrown pathway through the forest. It leads to an expansive clearing. A silver lake glistens in the center of the field and is surrounded by vibrant purple water plants and long-stemmed, orange-colored grasses. They climb off Veruka and leave her to tramp to the lake’s edge and lap at the water. Hadeon takes Ariana’s hand and pulls her close to him.


    “Have I told you how much I love you today?” he says, tucking a stray piece of hair behind her ear.


    She shakes her head. “I’d rather you show me instead.”


    “Oh, flower, I can do both.”


    Ariana spells a blanket beneath their feet and they fall down in each other’s arms onto its plush pile. He kisses her with the passion of a new lover or of a lover saying goodbye, she can’t distinguish. He undresses her with such attentiveness, kissing and sucking at each exposed piece of flesh with the wonderment of a child as he strokes and licks. Blissful sensations follow his fingertips, his warm mouth, and his breath.


    Then it’s her turn, feeling each groove and hard slope. Licking the salt from his skin and tasting the sweetness of pre-come on the tip of his cock.


    As their pleasure grows with hands and lips, tongues and heat, she is a writhing tangle beneath him, begging him to take her to the stars like she knows only he can. So he fills her deep until she thinks she will combust from need and sparks the kindle in her body and soul until she is alight, bright and fiery, and they are one as they ever will be. Himself solid and hot inside her, their hands entwined, mouths and tongues tasting. He whispers in her ear, and what he tells her with words discards all the fuss about bodies, beauty, and speaks to, and only of, her soul, and she cries because she never knew how deeply she could love him.


    He wipes at her cheeks as he still moves inside her, filling her body and soul until she explodes against him, upon him, through him, and he within her depths, and they know they could never love each other any more than they do now.


    Ariana lies on his chest, both their breaths still raging, though a peacefulness and weariness that can only be achieved by satiating sex stills them. She traces a finger down his sternum to his belly button and then back again.


    “Why did you bring me to this spot, Hadeon?”


    He’s silent for a long moment as he looks up into the darkened sky. “You know why.”


    She kisses his chest and snuggles in beside him. Of course she knows why, she just wanted to hear him say it in case she was wrong—hoping she was wrong—evil stalks near and they may not get another chance to love each other like they did just now.

  


  
     


    Chapter 43


     


    Loping back to the palace grounds on Veruka’s back, Ariana rests her head against Hadeon’s back while holding his taut waist tightly. If she closes her eyes she can almost feel as though they are riding his motorcycle along the streets of Earth.


    Earth. How far away that seems now. Could she even go back there again, or call it her home? In her heart, of course, there will always be a place for where she grew up. But her home is Fiore now and her people need her.


    Nearing the paddock, Ariana notices Reid waiting near the other Mira, his hands on his hips. He jogs to them as they paw up to the gates.


    “Quick. You need to follow me.”


    Hadeon jumps off lightning fast, grips Ariana’s waist, and has her feet on the ground before she realizes she has moved. He points to the paddocks, sending Veruka away.


    “What’s going on?” he asks, words quick.


    Reid turns and marches toward the palace, Ariana and Hadeon keeping stride. “There’s been metaphysical activity again. Huge amounts. Greater than has ever been monitored before.”


    “Have evacuations started?”


    Words shaky with his heavy, rushed footsteps, he says, “Not yet. We were waiting for your word.”


    “Race ahead. Tell them to start the evacuations now,” says Hadeon. “Tell Father to meet us in the library to discuss what we’ll do next.”


    Reid nods and sprints up to the palace.


    Ariana grips tight to Hadeon’s arms and closes her eyes. She sends her mind outward, trying to get a sense of what they are up against. She feels for that hotspot of magic where she assumes each particle is black, negative, and fear invoking. Her eyes snap open.


    “I can’t feel anything,” she blurts out. Her stomach squeezes and tenses with nerves. “I should be able to feel her magic. I should. When I was flying over the Enchantresses practicing the other day, it was so thick in the air it tingled my skin. But I can’t feel anything.”


    “Perhaps it’s magic we’ve never encountered before?”


    Ariana shakes her head. “We’re all made from the same energy, Hadeon. We all conjure the same energy. I felt that so indisputably this morning riding through the forest. The Sun Queen, if she is made of Fiore, can’t possibly possess any different type of magic.”


    “Let’s wait to hear what Father has to say.”


    Ariana nods and they pick up their pace.

  


  
     


    Chapter 44


     


    Domascus’s eyes are bright and fervent—a deep black. He’s wired, movements quick, as he paces across the length of the library floor from one set of bookshelves to the other.


    When Ariana and Hadeon are seated, he begins. “Gideon has sent word back that there is metaphysical activity on the southern border behind Pursia Forest. Greater than anything we’ve seen.”


    Hadeon looks around the room. “Where is he?”


    “He’s briefing the battalions at the moment and will join us as soon as he can.”


    Ariana breathes in deeply. “I’m not sure I want anyone being briefed on anything until I know exactly what’s going on.”


    “You were not here, Your Highness. We had no choice but to make a decision on how to act.”


    Guilt pulls on her insides and she looks at Hadeon, whose face is cloaked in that always impartial veil.


    “On your word, we started the evacuation procedure. If it goes as planned, we’ll be leading residents through the underground passage within the next half-hour. A message dragon has been sent to the Sealusters of Loran Bay to expect their arrival tomorrow morning. They’ve been instructed to commence loading the ships with supplies and prepare to sail. Gideon wants the troops out of here as soon as possible.”


    “Does the original plan hold?” Hadeon asks.


    Domascus shakes his head. “Gideon will send all our troops at once, rather than stagger them. He thinks it will be the best way to overwhelm whatever army the Sun Queen may have.”


    “Do we have any idea what that army may consist of? Numbers?”


    “Only that it’s…large.”


    Ariana’s eyes widen as she looks at Hadeon. “But all of our troops, all at once? My God, this could be a disaster.”


    “You need to trust us,” says Domascus. “Gideon is skilled in the preparation and rolling out of battle plans—”


    “Yes, but never against the Sun Queen. And I’m sorry, but I can’t see my Warriors, Enchantresses, and guards as mere war fodder. This is not your or their war. This is mine and mine alone, and I will not sleep comfortably with blood on my hands.”


    Domascus lowers his voice. “But, Your Highness, this is what we are born to do.”


    Ariana is shocked into silence. He’s right. This is what they are born to do. Her doubt and meddling is like telling a Healer she can’t heal, or a teacher he can’t teach, or herself that she can’t be queen and isn’t magical. She nods. “You’re correct. I apologize. And I do trust you.” Hadeon takes her hand and squeezes it gently. “Go ahead. Do what you need to do, so that we all see this through to the end alive.”


    Gideon marches through the door, muscles rigid, his sword sheathed and attached to his kilt, big boots laced high. “And that’s our main objective, doing all that we need to so that we end this night alive,” he says, voice booming.


    Hadeon nods at his father, while Ariana watches Gideon and assesses the fervor in his eyes and the tension in his neck. His eyes are deep and black, but as bright as polished ebony. She’s seen that excitement before, when she and Hadeon had to go back and face the Soul Seekers. The thrill of battle enlivens them and illumes their souls. She must give her trust over to that and believe that everyone will do all they can to see this through to the end.


    Standing, Ariana strides to the window and gazes out into the blackness. Despite the turmoil, the palace grounds are quiet. Too quiet. She spins to Gideon and Domascus and says as much.


    “The battalions have left the palace, Your Highness,” says Gideon.


    Ariana’s eyes widen. “Without us?”


    Gideon nods. “I’m sorry, but plans changed as soon as that barrier was breached. We didn’t have time to wait around for decisions to be made. So I made them. That’s what you put me in charge to do.”


    Again that guilt swirls in her belly and squeezes her chest. While she was in the fields making love with Hadeon, the palace was in turmoil and their leader wasn’t here.


    She glances at Hadeon then looks back to his father and nods. “I understand. Thank you for doing what needed to be done. However, I would like to prepare straight away to meet up with my Enchantresses. It’s wrong that I’m here.”


    Gideon shakes his head sternly. “I don’t understand why you are so intent on putting your life at risk. The Sun Queen’s numbers may put us to shame, but our troops are incredibly skilled. If we play this right, we may be able to put an end to all this without the need to put you in harm’s way at all. So hold tight here, and if we find ourselves in a corner, you’ll be called upon. I can assure you of that.”


    Ariana breathes steadily as she contemplates his words. She turns back to the window and looks out again at the unmoving land. One part of her would love to never face the Sun Queen, yet another part feels irresponsible. She turns to face them again. “I can’t simply wait here. I won’t.”


    Hadeon’s expression is stern. “I agree. We may be king and queen, but we are not useless. Ariana is our most powerful weapon. We could end this war before it begins. And I’ve been training my entire life for tonight—it would be poor form to leave me out of it.”


    Gideon opens his mouth, but Tuti flutters through the library door, distracting him. All the Warriors tense, hands moving to their hilts, until they realize she is no threat. Tuti rushes to Ariana and throws her arms around her waist, her glass-like wings a tangle of bright colors.


    “Why haven’t you evacuated with the others?” Ariana asks.


    Tuti shakes her head. “I can’t leave you. I already lost your mother, I won’t lose you too. I’m staying to help.”


    “I’d feel better if you were stowed away safely on the ship until this is over.”


    Tuti lifts her head and looks up at Ariana. “I can be your eyes and ears, in the empathic sense.”


    Hadeon rubs his chin. “May not be such a bad idea.”


    Ariana nods. “What can you sense now?”


    Tuti frowns. “Nothing. She made her move and fled, leaving her hordes to fight her battle.”


    “I can’t feel her magic either,” says Ariana. “Don’t you think that’s strange?”


    “Not really. Not if she fled.”


    Ariana releases herself from Tuti’s petite arms and faces the others in the room. “Is the Sun Queen scared? I don’t understand this elusiveness. This woman confuses me.”


    “You’re not expected to understand her ways,” says Hadeon. “She’s nothing like you. Nothing like any of us.”


    Ariana focuses on Gideon. “So where do we think she’s run off to?”


    He frowns and shrugs. “We are unsure at this stage, but we are searching. It could be that this current threat is merely a distraction and she’s looking to strike elsewhere—at a weaker chink.”


    Ariana shudders at the thought. The Sun Queen’s like a ghost—no one knows where she will appear.


    “You need to hide the spell book,” says Tuti, eyes wide and frightened. “If she gets her hands on that, we’re done for.”


    Ariana knows that the book doesn’t contain any spell that would immediately lead to her demise should the Sun Queen possess the book. But at the same time, it doesn’t contain a specific spell to help Ariana defeat the Sun Queen either. But the spell book came to her for a reason and that is to keep it safe. So that’s what she will do.


    Ariana nods, her focus shifting to the corner of the room as she considers a location safe enough to stow the book should the Sun Queen force her way into the palace.


    “I know a place,” Tuti says. “Your mother used it to hide secret items. It’s a small chamber in the cellar that’s completely masked by stone.”


    “And if we all die—”


    “Then the spell book will be lost again, which probably isn’t such a bad thing considering the alternatives,” Gideon says.


    Ariana beckons Tuti with a curl of her fingers. “Come. Let’s deal with this now.”


    “Domascus, accompany them. The queen is not to go anywhere without a guard,” says Gideon.

  


  
     


    Chapter 45


     


    Domascus stands guard outside the door while Tuti and Ariana rush through into the bedroom. Ariana throws off her dress and changes into long tights and a tunic—both deep-red, almost black, so as to camouflage herself under the blanket of night should the need arise. She runs her fingers through her hair and ties it high into a ponytail.


    From the niche in the wall, she takes out the spell book. The pages beat with life and warmth as she passes it to Tuti. “Quickly, take this and hide it where you said. Domascus is to go with you.”


    Tuti shakes her head. “We’re not leaving you on your own.”


    Ariana paints a smile on her face. “I’ll be seconds behind you. There is something I need to do first.”


    “No, we—”


    Ariana points to the door. “Go. It’s an order.”


    Tuti sighs, but nods and flutters out the door.


    Now that she has privacy, Ariana runs back to the niche and collects the small enamel box that belonged to her mother. She hurries to her bed, sits down, and pulls the picture out of the box. She gazes at her mother’s beautiful young face, so familiar, yet this woman is a stranger.


    Help me find the strength I need. Pressing the photo to her heart, she closes her eyes. Help me to know all I need to know so that I can save Fiore. She breathes in deeply, reaching her spirit outward. Help me find the courage to do this. Please, Mom, if you’re there. Her chest feels so tight, her throat achy. Please, Mom.


    She senses nothing other than the memory of that brief interaction, real or imagined. She feels only the cold silence of her room and the fear in her heart that she can’t do this. Her eyes grow wet. Ariana sniffles. Please. Tears fall down her cheeks. “Please, Mom. Let me be brave.”


    No answer. No sensation of love and protection.


    She drops her hands to her thighs, her head lolling downward.


    “Arrr-iiii-aaaa-nnnn-aaa.” The softest of whispers.


    Ariana’s flesh prickles. The same voice she heard in her apartment all that time ago. Muscles rigid, her back tall, she peers around the room looking for the source, hoping to find her mother. But the space is empty.


    “Mom?” she says.


    The picture in her hand flutters out of her grasp and falls onto the bed, face down. Ariana flinches, and her gaze scatters across every surface of the room, searching for something, anything. Her focus falls on the photograph again. She snaps it up and looks at it closely. On the back, in very faint handwriting, is a poem she didn’t notice before.


     


    Tall with muscled limbs


    And eyes as dark as storm clouds


    A fierce Warrior


    Be warned, the vile malignant


    Scent of evil follows him.


     


    Ariana muffles a gasp with her hand. Again and again, she reads the poem trying to understand the message. A fierce Warrior? Malignant. Her heart thunders in her chest. She can feel it in her eardrums. Each breath is sharp and shallow.


    Gideon? Domascus? Reid?


    She shakes her head feverishly. “Not my Hadeon.”


    She shoves the picture back in the box, replaces the lid, and returns it to the niche. A deep breath in, and she strides to the door and out into the hall. Anxiety is sweeping through her body, tensing her muscles and making her nauseated.


    Could one of the Warriors be evil? She shakes her head, refusing to believe it. They have all protected her and had her interests at heart, each and every one, from the start.


    But the poem.


    Her own mother.


    She needs to find Hadeon and talk to him. Her stomach clenches tightly and acid churns in her stomach, wishing for an outlet. She bends over, hand against the wall, and dry-retches. Breathing deeply, she manages to stop her stomach from convulsing, though her eyes are watery. She wipes at them with her hand and stands up straight.


    She loves Hadeon. He loves her. There is no way in the worlds he is evil. And there is no way Mother Nature would pair her with someone who is.


    Her stomach tenses again, but this time for another reason—guilt. Guilt for even considering, no matter how miniscule, that Hadeon is wicked.


    No, this evil Warrior must be someone else.

  


  
     


    Chapter 46


     


    Ariana creeps along the hall under the flickering shadows cast by the wall-mounted candles toward the library. She needs to get Hadeon alone to tell him what she has learned. Together they can devise a plan. On top of the Sun Queen, they do not need an internal Warrior sabotaging their efforts. Her fists clench at her sides as she steps softly across the hard floor, attempting to make as little noise as possible.


    Outside the closed door of the library, she presses her ear to the timber, listening for what is said when her presence is unknown. The muffled voices of three Warriors—Hadeon, Domascus, and Gideon. She shudders to think that two of those Warriors could be working against her. In her short time in Fiore, the level of betrayal by those who are considered closest, family even, has been beyond anything she could have ever considered possible.


    Ariana recalls all the stories, fictional and not, she read about queens and kings and the continual attempts to usurp them, and realizes that this is the plight of anyone in this position. She shakes her head and sighs, because she expected more from a matriarchal society. She smiles sardonically. There was that word again—more. How much she has grown to expect more from herself and from those around her.


    Gideon wants Domascus to head back to Pursia Forest and join the battalions. Hadeon consents to the order. Footsteps echo toward the door. Ariana shuffles back against the wall and crouches into a darkened alcove. The door open and Gideon and Domascus stride out. Each are dressed in their black kilts, chests bare. Muscles ripple over their skin, along with Mira tattoos that seem more alive under the circumstances—the mouths opened wide, exposing sharp, white teeth and claws extended, battle ready.


    They walk to the end of the hall and Gideon pats Domascus on the back. “Be ruthless and we’ll win this.”


    Domascus nods, his features serious under the dim light. “I’ll do my best.”


    Another quick slap on the back and Domascus turns to the right, while Gideon spins to walk back down the hall.


    But Gideon’s face changes—crumples slightly. His dark, dark eyes roll back into his head, his eyelashes flickering over the whites. He’s mumbling something too soft to hear, but she can see his lips moving with words. He turns like a snake and palms Domascus’s back. A flash of light. Energy pulses outward and reaches Ariana like sharp talons clawing at her skin and eyes. Domascus’s body lurches, his legs crumple beneath him, and he slaps against the hard floor, head cracking as it makes impact. Ariana smothers her mouth with both hands to stop the scream from finding passage past her throat. Her heart slams into her chest. Her pulse rings in her ears. She pulls back out of sight and takes some deep breaths.


    A dragging noise sounds in the silence and she pokes her head back to see what is happening. Gideon is dragging Domascus’s enormous body along the floor and in through an open door of a room. He closes the door and strides back down the hall toward the library.


    Ariana shifts back out of sight again, trying to understand what just took place. Gideon just used magic to kill another Warrior.


    Magic? A man using magic? It wasn’t the way of things here. How the hell did he cast that spell? It was impossible, wasn’t it?


    At least now she knows who the enemy is. But the answer is not what she wants. Not Hadeon’s very own father. A scream of frustration nestles in her throat, but she gulps it back down. How is Hadeon going to react to this? Her heart clangs hard like a big bass drum—Hadeon’s life may be at risk from this man posing as a loving father.


    The footsteps grow nearer then the library door closes and the footsteps fade away inside. Hadeon is in there alone with that man. She stands, veins pumping with adrenalin. Her muscles are twitching. She shakes out her hands and breathes deeply, trying to quiet the internal noise, so she can look more composed when she goes back in. She must pretend that she didn’t just witness what she witnessed, nor know what she knows.


    She could walk in there and kill Gideon, put an end to the problem straight away. But how then does she explain to Hadeon why she would do such a thing—kill his father. No, she needs to tell Hadeon first, so then they can decide together how best to deal with Gideon.


    A flurry of color flashes from the corner of Ariana’s eyes.


    Tuti.


    She sighs, pressing her finger to her lips to ensure Tuti stays quiet. She beckons with her hand.


    Tuti’s eyes narrow and she flutters over silently. “What’s the matter?” she whispers.


    Ariana steadies her voice. “Gideon isn’t on our side. I just saw him kill Domascus using a spell. A fucking spell, Tuti. Is that even possible?”


    Tuti shakes her head, her eyes wide. “He killed Domascus? I…when…why? I don’t understand.”


    Ariana presses her finger to Tuti’s lips. “I don’t know why. But he can’t be trusted. Did you hide the spell book?”


    Tuti nods.


    Ariana sighs. “I don’t know how I’m going to deal with this. He’s Hadeon’s father. My God.”


    Tuti trembles and Ariana pulls her close for a hug. She needs the comfort as much as Tuti does.


    She steps back after a moment and looks into Tuti’s frightened blue gaze. “We can’t let on that we know. Can you calm it down when we go back in there?”


    “I…I’ll try my best.”


    “Just pretend like everything is normal until I work out how to deal with this. I need to get Hadeon on his own so I can tell him what I know.”


    “Of course.”


    Ariana takes a deep breath in and out. “Let’s go.”

  


  
     


    Chapter 47


     


    Ariana opens the library door and steps through, Tuti trailing closely behind. As she treads deeper into the room, watching as Gideon and Hadeon’s gaze find her own, she has a thought. Tuti would’ve known about Gideon. Ariana had cast a spell to uncover anyone with ulterior motives. Is Tuti in on this too?


    Her body imperceptibly tightens and she casts a glance back at Tuti, knowing too well she’d be feeling and reading all of her emotions. Tuti’s face gives nothing away. Ariana’s blood boils, her stomach clenches, and her mind scatters, trying to determine what to do.


    Her focus falls to the coffee table beside where Gideon is standing—the spell book is sitting there in the open. The spell book, which Tuti said she had hidden, delivered directly to Gideon. And no doubt on its way to the Sun Queen.


    Hadeon holds out his hand, completely oblivious to the tension swarming through the room. “I was just about to come and get you.”


    Ariana manages a smile, knowing there are only moments until this all unravels. How the hell can Gideon do magic? And how great are his powers?


    “Is everything okay?” Hadeon asks, stepping closer and pulling Ariana into his arms.


    Ariana nods, but narrows her eyes, tightens her lips, trying to convey without words that she is lying and it definitely, definitely isn’t okay.


    Hadeon’s arms tighten around her. He bends and kisses her cheek, lingering at her ear. Ever so softly he says, “Do what you need to do.”


    She nods indiscreetly, moves out of his arms, and turns to Gideon. Tuti is at his side, both of them watching her.


    “Why is the spell book here, Tuti? You were ordered to hide it.”


    Tuti smiles smugly, but says nothing, eyes fixed on Ariana, just like Reid’s were during training when he was trying to anticipate her next move. Gideon’s chest expands and he glares at Ariana.


    “I saw you kill Domascus, Gideon. Why? Why would you do that?”


    Hadeon takes a step forward. “What?”


    She can’t look at him, because she can’t risk turning away from the enemies in front of her.


    “So you’re working for the Sun Queen? You’re one of her plebes too, even after she murdered your wife? Are you weak enough in character that she can coax you to do her bidding?”


    Gideon’s lips twist into a snarl.


    Hadeon tenses beside her. “What the fuck is going on?”


    Ariana continues with her smart-mouthed voice, wanting Gideon to react and to admit in front of Hadeon exactly what he is. “The gutless Warrior and his two-faced sidekick fairy. What did she promise you? A position where you can kiss her fucking ass every day?”


    Gideon’s snarl morphs into a condescending grin. “You stupid little bitch! Don’t you patronize me. I’d kill myself before I had to work for another woman.”


    Ariana narrows her eyes. “Then why?”


    He laughs. “You still don’t get it. But what more do I expect from the mind of a woman? Listen to me carefully, Queen.” He slows his words down, his tone full of mocking sarcasm. “I. Am. The. Sun Queen.”


    Ariana’s eyes widen. You’ve got to be fucking shitting me.


    “You traitor,” whispers Hadeon, disbelief and condemnation entrenched in his tone. A metallic whirr of noise as Hadeon unsheathes his sword and charges at Gideon.


    Pressure clamps around Ariana’s neck. She flings her hands to her throat. The necklace is tugging, digging into her flesh so hard. The chain slices into her neck until it snaps and soars through the air. Tuti snatches the necklace from the air and grins.


    Gideon lifts his hand and roars a spell, stopping Hadeon in his tracks. Hadeon strains, neck tight, muscles bulging, against a force unseen. He can’t move closer, can’t bring his sword down. Hadeon’s eyes are wide with bewilderment.


    Ariana needs to gain control and fast. She looks inside herself for a tether spell so she can chain their hands, bind their legs, and sew their mouths shut. But the words elude her. She can’t cast it off. She clutches at her neck again, feeling the naked, raw skin beneath. Without her necklace she can’t speak the language here.


    Her eyes widen with panic, and she meets Gideon’s gaze. He laughs and laughs and laughs with such ridicule in the throaty rumble.


    “I can’t cast spells,” she says in English to Hadeon. “Without my necklace, I can’t do spells.”


    Hadeon, still straining against an invisible force, says, “You don’t need it for spells.”


    “But I can’t speak the words,” she shrieks.


    Gideon laughs again, his eyes shining black like the scales of a snake. He says something in Fioren—an indecipherable series of clicks and tones—and Hadeon lifts into the air and slams back against the wall of bookshelves. The shelves shake and books fall to the floor as he smashes into it. Thick tree roots grow across his chest, arms, and legs, locking him in place.


    Ariana’s heart drums. Her mind is blank as the shock settles in. Gideon sets his black gaze on Ariana and again with the clicks and grunts, his hands gesturing wide. But she can’t understand a single word. Such regret storms through her veins for not learning the language.


    Stupid necklace. Stupid spell book.


    Both have been more of a hindrance than help. They’ve inhibited Ariana from learning how to perform spells intuitively and the language she was always meant to speak and should know.


    Hadeon says something to his father. Ariana knows a question has been asked in an incredulous tone, despite not understanding the content. Gideon answers. Back and forth words are flung at each other, while Ariana watches the interaction—clueless.


    She again tries to find a spell.


    Blankness.


    She can’t conjure a single word no matter how much her body and mind aches with effort. Hadeon says something to his father and Gideon’s features tighten. He doesn’t answer for some time and then crinkles his nose, narrows his eyes, and the words fling from his snarling mouth. Hadeon’s response is an anguished groan; his gaze drops to the floor and his head lolls slightly forward. His face is a mirror of the emotional pain this betrayal is causing him.


    Hadeon raises his eyes to meet his father’s and yells with so much fury that all the books fall out of the shelves onto the floor with a crash. A smug grin fills Gideon’s face, and he swaggers forward until he is inches from Hadeon. He lifts his fist and smashes it into Hadeon’s face, again and again, the sound sickening as fist hits flesh. The grunts from Gideon are the worst. Ariana looks away as blood slides down Hadeon’s cheek when his flesh flays.


    “Stop it!” Ariana screams when the grunts keep up. She runs at Gideon.


    Gideon turns to her and backhands her across the face. Her head flings to the side and lights shine behind her eyes. All balance is stolen and she stumbles to the ground. His fist is like a sledgehammer. Her face tingles and throbs all the way to the back of her head. She remembers the conversation with Reid at Granny’s. When she mentioned wanting to learn how to defend herself with fists and Reid, incredulous, said he could snap her neck. How foolish she feels now. Reid was right. Physical fierceness would get her nowhere against a Warrior.


    The ground races to meet her, but weightlessness overtakes her before the impact. She lifts her eyes to find herself three feet in the air, flung back toward the empty shelves. She crashes against the shelving, one smashing directly across the middle of her back, knocking all the wind from her lungs. Tightness ropes around her as vines squeeze and trap her to the wall.


    Gideon grumbles something at them both and turns to Tuti. Her eyes widen as she looks upon this enormous Warrior charging at her. She screams and whirls to face the door, but he’s caught her before she can take a step. He’s like a giant bear compared to her fae-like frame. His big hands grip either side of her head, two quick snaps and she crumples to the floor.


    Ariana squeezes her eyes and lips tightly shut—to block out the sight of this reality and to stem the vomit from finding passage past her throat. Her body trembles against the vines digging into her ribs and numbing her arms and legs. When she can stomach the scene again, Gideon is striding from the room with the spell book in his hands.

  


  
     


    Chapter 48


     


    Ariana’s gaze meets Hadeon’s. His face is swollen and the left side is pulverized, a gaping gash with dark red blood leaking down his cheek and neck. She groans low to see it. His beautiful face.


    “Don’t worry about it,” he says. “It will heal.”


    She shakes her head. “I can’t believe any of this is happening. Domascus. Tuti…”


    Hadeon takes a shuddering breath inward. “He fucking killed my mother, Ariana. It was him all this time. He masterminded this whole charade. There is no Sun Queen. It has been him.” His lips twist with revulsion, and he spits blood onto the floor. “He was the one who planted Sonnig as the false king.” Hadeon shakes his head, such anger in his eyes they are almost as black as his father’s. “How could I have missed this?” The windows shake, the lights in the room tinkle, and dust falls to the floor from the quaking ceiling. “I would’ve killed him.”


    “I’m sorry,” says Ariana, tears filling her eyes. “For letting you down. I should be able to get us out of this mess and I can’t even perform a spell. And now he has the spell book…”


    Hadeon sighs. “Remember the real perpetrator here.” Hadeon nods toward the closed door. “He’s been eating the hearts of Enchantresses to gain their power like he is nothing but a fucking animal. But even a Mira wouldn’t feed on the innocent.”


    Ariana’s eyes widen and she gasps. “Is that why he tried to cut my heart out?”


    Hadeon nods, his eyebrows knitting together. “He said that if he can eat it while the power is still thriving in the heart, he assimilates it. That’s why he can do magic. You are the final frontier, Ariana. He’s been waiting for you to reach your pinnacle. All this time he’s deceived us. And I was the fool who delivered you to him on a platter,” he says, lips trembling with his anguish. “My father. My own flesh and blood. He thinks he is Mother Nature Herself and can do as he wishes. Even when it goes against everything Mother Nature stands for.”


    She remembers the words of the Oracle. “Which is everything I stand for.”


    Hadeon sighs.


    “What about the army? The barrier spell breaches?”


    Hadeon shakes his head and growls. “He’s been feeding us all lies. Has the battalion out there now chasing ghosts. No wonder we couldn’t find anything. Have never found anything.”


    “That’s why the spell book says nothing about the Sun Queen. She doesn’t exist.”


    Her gaze drops to Tuti’s dead body and the greatest sense of betrayal swirls in her veins, making her throat feel sick and tight. “And what about Tuti?” Her voice is weak.


    “A mere means to an end until he no longer needed her.”


    “Why? What does he want?”


    “He wants to end the matriarchal rule.”


    Ariana gasps as she has her next thought. “So it was Gideon who killed my mother and grandmother?”


    Hadeon sighs and nods.


    Tears well in her eyes and her lips tremble. “How do we stop this? I don’t know what to do? I need my necklace—”


    The door thrusts open with a gush and Gideon strides inside. Ariana snaps her head to watch him strut across the library floor, a smug smirk on his face. In his hands, he has a blade. His gaze meets Hadeon’s and he says something to him.


    Hadeon spits blood again.


    Gideon laughs and reaches for the long coffee table. He yanks on it and pulls it into the middle of the room, the noise of the legs scraping against the floor drums in Ariana’s chest. He rests the blade on the tabletop and looks at Hadeon, face expressionless.


    Ariana’s breaths quicken.


    Striding closer to Hadeon, he whispers a spell in a deep voice. Despite not knowing the words, she can hear the rhythm and cadence. The vines around Hadeon snap and crack and he falls to the floor. He crouches and lurches at his father, but another spell is cast, catching Hadeon in mid-air. His body stiffens and straightens. Gideon directs Hadeon with his hands, floats his body to the table and lowers him until his back rests on the tabletop.


    Ariana’s eyes flicker from Hadeon to the blade. Her pulse sounds in her ears, drowning all the silence out. Fear and anxiety swirls in her cells. Gideon’s going to cut his heart out and all she can do is watch. Despondency and hopelessness greets her like a boot to the guts and all air gushes from her lungs.


    Hopeless. Unable to do anything to help the only man she has ever and will ever love.


    Gideon grips the blade of the knife, and Ariana screams, “No! No! No! Stop it!” She struggles against the vines until they rub away her flesh.


    Gideon looks up at her, again with that smug grin on his lips.


    “Don’t you fucking dare,” she screams.


    He looks away as though she is nothing more than an annoying mosquito and glares down at Hadeon. He holds the blade above Hadeon’s chest.


    So many memories flash through Ariana’s mind, of her childhood, the days spent in the library escaping to faraway places in books. She thinks of all the homes she lived in, all the foster siblings and parents, all the schools she went to, and all the places she worked. The memory of that first night she met Hadeon and looked into his ferocious face, and how since that day, despite Soul Seekers, Demon Hounds, Shifters, and countless near-death experiences, he has strived, always, to give her more—a permanent home, a position in life, unequivocal love. He has done everything to give her more.


    How can she watch as this man, this life, and this love, is ripped from her by someone so malevolent and selfish? A little of the gloom dissipates into the air around her, replaced by a desperate need to help Hadeon. After all he has done for her she owes him that much. More of the darkness fades, more of the fear scatters away like pin-legged beetles. Her mind is operating so fast, thought after thought, instantaneously flashing from one to the next.


    She remembers all the times he helped her through and tried to draw her courage out of hiding and into the light; how he tried to help her reach the stars rather than into the dark depths of her apathetic past.


    Face forward, Ariana.


    You are the creator of your destiny.


    Fear chases fear, so turn your back to it.


    The fog from her mind clears and she is lucid and alive, buzzing.


    You are the most powerful weapon we have. Can you feel that inside of you, Ariana?


    Energy bursts through her limbs and bones, igniting her cells. Hot and bright and so strong, she is vibrating with magic.


    Intention comes before words. The final narration in the spell book. Before now, it seemed like gibberish and unhelpful. But it echoes what Phenella was telling her about using magic intuitively without words.


    Ariana breathes in deeply as Gideon thrusts the blade down toward Hadeon’s chest. Fury shrieks from her mouth as a long, angry scream. How dare Gideon think he can create her future for her?


    Time slows down. Gideon’s movements grind like rusty cogs in a wheel. She pulls all life from outside and inside, harnessing it, using it, letting it swirl and swell in her veins. Her natural pool of magic ignites like a flame to dynamite and explodes within—fierce and potent.


    She assesses the scene—the twist of Gideon’s violent features, the black desolation in his eyes. She feels the warmth and love that emanates from Hadeon despite his strength, courage, and brutality.


    For the first time in her life, clarity settles in.


    I am the only one for this job.


    I am the balance.


    I am the strength.


    I am the creator of my life.


    With the ease of a thought, she captures Gideon’s arm and flings it through the air. The knife flies out of his hand. It lands on the floor with a clank. Gideon looks at her, such ferocity in his eyes and a little bit of something else—fear.


    In that moment, she knows she has him.


    His lips move fast, but she slaps a metal tether over his mouth and threads it to his flesh with blunt nails. She harnesses him with a spell and thrusts him upward. Dust and plaster shower down as his back crashes against the ceiling. He hangs there, arms and legs flailing.


    She frees herself from the vines and lands two feet on the mess of books piled on the floor. She releases Hadeon from the spell Gideon had cast. He gasps and sits up, breaths heavy as he looks around the room and then up to his father.


    “Do you want me to imprison him?” she asks.


    Hadeon shakes his head, still peering up at his father. “No. His soul is black. He is but a stain on this land.”


    Ariana nods and flings Gideon’s big body through the library windows. They shatter as he smashes into the glass with a thunderous clang and falls six hundred feet down to the moat below—exactly the fate Gideon had given her grandmother. She weights him down when she hears the splash so that she is certain he sinks to his death under the silvery depths.


    Hadeon rushes to her and pulls her into his arms. His chest is heaving, as is hers. “Oh, flower,” he breathes, and presses his lips to hers, but shifts back, wincing from the pain in his face.


    She sinks against his chest and melts into his body, so grateful to have her arms wrapped around her love, her life, her king. “I love you so much,” she says.


    He takes her face between his giant palms and looks deep into her eyes. “I love you too. Thank you.”


    She tenses a smile and lifts her fingers to his face, hovering an inch above his flesh. “Are you okay?”


    Hadeon grimaces, but nods. “I’ll be fine. I heal quickly.”


    Stepping back so she can look at him again, she kisses his jaw, his neck. He smiles and pulls her into his arms and she remains there, breathing in his life and love, so grateful that she was able to pull herself together and find the strength to finish Gideon.


    “I’m still shocked,” she says against his chest. “To think that Gideon was behind all of this mess is surreal. All these years of unrest.”


    Hadeon kisses the top of her head. “I know. Marseon will be devastated when I tell her.”


    Ariana shudders and closes her eyes for a brief moment. “But it’s the end now. Thank the fucking moons it’s over.”


    He nods and tries to smile, but he can’t quite manage it. Instead, he squeezes her tighter. She never wants him to let her go.

  


  
     


    Chapter 49


     


    Hadeon takes Veruka and rushes out into the night to call the battalions back from their imaginary war—they are chasing mere ghosts. Meanwhile, Ariana organizes a carrier dragon to send a message to the evacuees to return home as soon as they can and to the Sealusters to abort their evacuation measures.


    She walks down the deserted halls of the palace, past the closed door in the hall where Domascus’s body lies. Gazing at the door, her stomach clenches from guilt, for not being quick enough to save him, and a tear rolls down her cheek.


    “I’m sorry,” she whispers with her palm against the door, but not willing to open it and look upon his body. She will leave that to village undertakers once they arrive back. The same for Tuti who still lies in the library and Gideon’s body lost under the silver waters of the moat. She shudders and strides faster away down the darkened hall, wanting to get away from these memories and these deaths.


    Once the bodies are removed, she will seal the wing off, the remembrances, extending as far back as her grandmother, are simply too much. They need to move on from all this with a new generation.


    She tears down the barrier spell, a mere fragment left by the past. It has no place in her new future.


    The troops arrive back a little after midnight and the evacuees some hours after. She organizes the staff to prepare a lunch for the villagers and palace residents, so she can brief them on the events. Ariana can imagine that the rumors would be rife, and she needs to settle them down with the truth.


    * * * *


    Sitting at the stage beside Hadeon, Ariana looks out at all the faces extended around long tables in the field. The buzz of rumor and intrigue is thick in the air. She stands and motions for silence. Every woman, man, and child looks up at her.


    Her people.


    Safe.


    Ariana raises her voice and relives the events of the night before through words. Her story is met by cries of disbelief. The same sensations of shock and betrayal she felt last night and is still fresh in her heart.


    “Much of the devastation that spread across Fiore was an illusion Gideon masterminded. Playing on our belief in these long-told stories, he cast spells on wives and husbands so their family believed their souls had been stolen. He burnt the land and ate the hearts of the innocent so he could grow stronger. He fed on the fear that grew on this land and inside of us like a virus.”


    “Why?” comes the questioning from the crowd. “Why would Mother Nature create such an anomaly? The king’s own father?”


    Ariana lifts her hand and the hum dies down. These were the questions she asked herself all night as sleep failed to find her, until early this morning when the answer stung her tongue.


    “We are all the living, breathing life force that we call Mother Nature. We, as a collection of mind and soul and body, all working and living together, are Mother Nature. But when our own self-belief wanes, we as a collective create anomalies like Gideon in order to remind us of our inner-strength. And if we are not able to stand up, face the fear, and defeat the demons, that’s when we know it’s time for someone stronger to step up to the plate.


    “It’s merely the dichotomies of life that exist within each of us. To know courage, one has to feel fear. To know love, one has to experience hate. To have self-belief, one has to know what it’s like to exist without it. To recognize loyalty and trust, one has to have been betrayed. To truly understand the value of peace, harmony, and acceptance, one has to almost lose it and taste the opposite. Last night had all of those. We had a traitor among the ranks trying to destroy this beautiful world. And I had to be reminded of my own strength and use my power against him, because I sure as hell was not letting him take over.”


    Ariana reaches down onto the table beside her for the spell book and holds it in the air. The crowd gasps as it beats in her hand.


    “Spells and Such,” she says, “is folklore. The same folklore Gideon had fooled the entire world with, with his fabrication of the Sun Queen. He managed to trick the population as to her existence.” Ariana taps the book with her hand. “But one doesn’t gain strength from a book. Strength already exists inside oneself. This can help you find it within you, but you won’t find self-belief and strength inside these pages. You will only ever find outside of yourself what already exists inside of you. That was the lesson I learned last night. By relying on this, I was denying the power I already possessed.” She taps the book again. “And thought I would find it in here. Only in here. I won’t make that mistake again.”


    She takes the book and tosses it into the flames of the fire pit that burns behind her. The crowd gasps, but she lifts her hands to silence them.


    “Trust me. We must return to looking inside ourselves, not outward for answers.” She presses her hand to her heart. “It’s all here. The spell book was written by us. The scrawls splashed across the pages have come from inside us. It’s already here. A very wise man told me a story once about when he was a little boy training to be the greatest Warrior Fiore has ever known.”


    She recounts Hadeon’s story to a spellbound crowd.


    “But what I take from that story is what saved me last night and saved this land from being destroyed by Gideon. Self-belief is what you need to reach the stars. Fear is what gave Gideon strength and fueled his confidence. Our fear. Our lack of self-belief. That’s what created him. He’s a lesson we must learn from and will learn from.”


    Hadeon stands and comes to her side, his arm around her waist. “From this day forward, we will be a civilization of strength, each knowing our own worth and power,” he says in a deep, rumbling voice. “You have all been blessed with your own innate qualities, and each and every one of those creates this beautiful land. Know your own value. Love each other with everything you have. And we will once again prosper.”


    A low roar spreads across the tables, which grows louder.


    “Together,” yells Ariana, “we will create a better future.” She looks to her husband, into his fawn eyes, and whispers, “Together we will create a better future.”


    Hadeon grins wide and nods. He pulls her into his arms and kisses her hard on the lips. The crowd cheers and laughter spreads, buzzing in the air like a living force, dipping and diving above their heads.


    Marseon stands on the stage beside her brother and wraps an arm around his waist. Tears are in her eyes, but she is smiling. She kisses his cheek, and the crowd cheers again.


    Ariana looks out at the crowd, at her family beside her. This is her home now. This is her destiny. And she helped create it.

  


  
     


    Chapter 50


     


    Big bulbous tents made of brightly colored silk, stages, chairs, eateries, and shops freckle the landscape. Deep purple mountains slice the horizon in the distance. The buzz of voices, laughter, and singing whirls on the wings of the wind and greets Ariana as she and Hadeon reach the summit of a small white-grassed hill. Veruka, her warm flank nestling between Ariana’s thighs, purrs.


    People have flocked from all corners of Fiore to be here, and they hum excitedly around the site of the carnival. What a magical sight as Enchantresses perform spells for children who sit cross-legged at their feet, mouths wide with wonder. Or actors and actresses strut across stages, re-enacting their version of the showdown between Ariana and Gideon.


    Singers with harps or bright blue violins play and sing songs telling the story of the new queen and her journey to Fiore. Enormous, furry bees buzz in the air or on the ground, awaiting passengers to take on joyrides around Pursia. The smells that linger in the air are mouth-watering.


    Veruka comes to a stop, and Hadeon and Ariana climb off. Hadeon laughs as he gazes at the hubbub before them.


    “Seems the entirety of Fiore has come to meet the new queen.”


    Ariana laughs. “Looks that way.”


    He takes her hand and they walk down the hill, Veruka pawing steadily beside them. People point and cheer as their presence is made known. Ariana grins and waves, overcome with the joy that comes with seeing the peace and happiness of her people. Relief invades her bones knowing that the threat to Fiore’s future has been removed and now the land is healing, physically and emotionally. The sun burnt sections are already speckled with new life, particularly now that spring is here.


    Ariana stops and turns to her husband. She takes his face in her hands, feeling the stubble beneath her fingers. “Thank you for always believing in me,” she whispers.


    He grins and presses his lips to hers. “Thank you for loving me.”


    Her smile is wide in response.


    “Come on,” he says. “Your people await you.”
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