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      I am so close to salvation. So close to giving myself to my mate and claiming her in turn. The single, bond-affirming kiss we shared is not enough for me. It will never be enough. I will always want more of her sinfully sweet taste, that husky edge to her voice, the way her soft, warm body melts into me. Even as I lean in to claim her mouth once again, my blood thrums insistently, my cock already painfully hard for her. I want to do away with this clothing, no matter how thin, and use my lips and tongue to make her scream. Then I want to bury myself inside of her tight, wet cunt and pray I will never again have to be parted from her perfect body.

      But before I can even feel her lips on mine, I’m stricken by a sudden, sharp pain in my back. It sears through my body like pure flame lashing my spine, and I cry out in agony. I was so caught up in Allie that it takes me far too long to realize what has even happened, and when I do, I feel as though I’ve been stabbed anew as anger shocks through me. My pulse pounds, my teeth grind together, and there quickly comes a moment where the pain is secondary to the only thing that truly matters:

      Protecting my mate.

      Yet as my attacker wrenches his blade free—something long, thin, and cut with jagged, torturous edges—I cannot move. Ice floods my veins and I drop to one knee, letting out a gasp. I can feel the wetness of my own blood streaking my back, but it is the only thing I feel there. My muscles are utterly useless, it’s a struggle even to remain on one knee when everything in me wants to collapse outright.

      “Allie,” I manage, her name choked, my throat closing around it.

      I know what this is. The assassins of the Anjari coat their daggers in a substance that paralyzes my kind, rendering us all but defenseless in a matter of moments. It is bad enough to stab a Warlord in the back, but to completely shy away from a fair fight is the ultimate sign of cowardice. Rage burns in me, my body growing hot with it, my hands clenched into fists at my side. But all the rage in the world does not help me now, and it cannot help Allie, either.

      Fear lances through my soul, striking deeper than the assassin’s dagger could ever reach. It would be madness for him to kill her. If the Anjari believe the humans are their mates, they will want her brought back to them. But the idea of being unable to do anything as my mate is taken from me, taken to a place where she is meant only to be a vessel… it tears me apart like nothing else.

      I try to push myself up, but the effort only results in my other leg giving out. Allie’s eyes are wide as she looks at my attacker, and I can see she is torn between helping me and fleeing. I look up at her, urging her to save herself, and she backs away from me—as well as the Anjari who steps over me to follow.

      He wears a mask, only his lifeless, silver eyes visible above it. Everything about him speaks to what he is. Sharp features, lithe limbs, a thin and agile form. His shimmering, pale skin and the near-translucent clothing that clings to his body are meant to blend into nothingness, allowing him to hide in perfect daylight. Even still, I have no idea how he breached the barrier.

      I move as if to lunge for him, but it takes such a monumental effort just for my muscles to twitch and my body to lean forward. I don’t come anywhere near him, my hand so far from being able to close around any part of him. In my heart, I know I am about to watch my mate be taken, right in front of me.

      And there is nothing I can do about it.

      But I have underestimated Allie’s resourcefulness--and her bravery. When the Anjari grabs for her, she darts to the side. Her keen eyes take in her surroundings and fix on something in the corner. I follow her gaze to the fireplace and pride surges within me. She intends to fight. I can see it in her iron resolve, feel it coming off of her in waves.

      I sensed from the moment I met her that she was meant to be my Queen, but now I can see it as she grabs the poker from the fireplace, strikes it through the embers, and immediately thrusts it forward. It catches the Anjari in the side, just below his arm, and satisfaction pulses through me as he makes a strangled sound in the back of his throat.

      But then his hand shoots out, his long fingers curling tightly around the poker. I see Allie’s eyes widen as he wrenches the makeshift weapon downward. She holds on with both hands, gritting her teeth against the obvious pain as her arm twists beneath his strength.

      I struggle again, a roar tearing from my own throat. Fighting the paralysis, I push myself to my feet, but it takes all of my strength just to do that, and already my muscles and joints have locked. I can’t get to her. I know I can’t, and I have never been filled with more terror. She will fight him, and he may well decide to kill her over it.

      The door opens and I expect to see another Anjari to assist in the task. Instead I see Tulivan, his dark eyes widening, his aged face setting into immediate ferocity. He moves with a speed I did not think he possessed, his hand closing around the handle of a sickle that’s belted at his waist. Slashing outward, he aims right for the Anjari’s neck, trying to cleave his head from his shoulders.

      But the assassin is too quick. He darts beneath the swipe and one of his hands shoots upward, gripping Tulivan’s wrist. He twists so hard, so fast that I can hear the snap of brittle bone from here. The old Daevosi does little more than grimace, his face set in determined fury as he refuses to yield.

      I understand why moments later. The further the Anjari’s arm extends, the less of a hold he has on Allie. She is well aware of it, perfectly still in his grip until the moment when it eases just enough. With a rush of energy, she breaks free of her captor and stumbles toward me. My mate’s presence, her instinct is enough to keep me on my feet. The paralytic still pumps through my veins, but my duty to her wins out. I thrust my arm out before her, putting my body between Allie and the assassin, my free hand going for one of my blades.

      Tulivan is losing his valiant struggle. There’s another snap of bone before he cries out, the sound sending a shockwave of agony through me. He should not have to endure this for me, but I know he would do it a thousand times over. I step forward, hand gripping the hilt of my blade, but Tulivan’s eyes catch mine.

      “Don’t,” he breathes.

      And then he jerks forward, his eyes wide, mouth open as blood trickles from the corner. The Anjari stands so close to him, his face beside Tulivan’s, his soulless silver eyes fixed on me as a rictus stretches across his lips.

      “It is good to know the Daevosi are still letting others fight their battles for them.”

      Tulivan grimaces, his body convulsing as I hear the Anjari pull the blade free. He doesn’t let Tulivan fall, though. Instead he grips one of his horns, his palm glowing with violent light, and squeezes hard until fissures begin to appear along the length of bone. It is bad enough to watch a friend and comrade stricken down by the enemy, but to dishonor him so is unacceptable.

      I start to rush forward again, yet Tulivan’s eyes meet mine one last time. Don’t. He can’t form the word, but I can see it there, in the flicker of life that remains. Don’t abandon your mate.

      It pains me, carving a pit deep into my soul as I watch the Anjari crack one of Tulivan’s horns in two and pull it free as if it is a trophy. He finally lets him drop then, Tulivan falling to the floor with a heavy, lifeless thud. I know he is gone, and rage boils within me as the Anjari wipes the fallen curator’s blood on the back of his leathers.

      “I will take both of yours, Warlord,” he sneers. “But first I will have your pretty little human. She is going to be purified of your filth regardless. What’s one more male?”

      Red bleeds into my vision, that rage igniting every impulse within me. In that moment, I don’t care about the old pact or any future truce that might be reached. I don’t care about diplomacy or the standing of the Daevosi in the realm. All I care about is ripping this Anjari apart with my bare hands.

      A roar tears from me as I lunge at him, my single blade drawn. He seems to anticipate this and moves to dodge me, intending to go for my mate, but I slam him into the nearest wall, my wings sweeping out behind me. He tries to jerk out of my grasp, to get his dagger between us and fix me with another dose of the paralytic, but I force his arm back until I hear the joint pop out of socket. Wrenching the dagger from his hand, I hold it against his throat.

      “Be glad the Daevosi have honor,” I grate out. “I would much rather give you a slow death.”

      I press the edge of it against his skin until his blood trickles from beneath. His eyes are wide, his throat works as if he intends to plead with me, but even that tiny hint of paralysis is having an effect. Fighting against a darker, more savage instinct, I ready the blade for a clean cut, but the sound of booted feet striking the stone stops me.

      As my men fan out behind me, their presence bolstering my waning inner strength, I make a decision I know my father would never have made. Slashing the dagger across the Anjari’s chest—deep enough to fully paralyze him, but not enough to kill him—I let him drop to the floor.

      “Shackle him. Bind his magic. I want him to be particularly miserable when I question him.”

      As my men haul him to his feet, my eyes catch on the necklace he wears, an opal stone set in shining silver. As he is taken from us, I take it from him, ripping the chain off with a snap. It in no way makes up for what he has done, but it grants me some small measure of petty comfort.

      I turn to find my mate, her expression pained as she looks at the fallen Tulivan, then at me.

      “Did he hurt you? Please, come here.” I beckon her close, needing to touch her; hold her. But before she can even step toward me, I feel my strength failing.

      Seconds later, I collapse again.
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      My heart stops in my chest as he speaks, words that I can understand falling from his lips. But how? Why now? Earlier he could not have said a full sentence, not like that. The confidence with which he speaks is…

      Magical.

      In his hand, I can see the necklace he pulled from the Anjari pulse again before flickering out. It looks like the one Aramon pulled from my neck, with an opal jewel set in its center, but it’s different somehow. I know this as surely as I know what I heard. I don’t have time to wonder, though, as Aramon’s eyes roll back and he collapses at my feet.

      Gasping, I rush over and kneel beside him, my green dress darkening with his blood. He’s very hurt, losing blood at a fast rate. I know enough first aid to know this isn’t good. But when I look up, his men are preoccupied with the Anjari. None have yet seen their Warlord fall, now that the danger is past.

      “He’s hurt,” I say, turning my attention towards one. “He needs a...a healer.”

      They can’t understand me still, talking amongst themselves as they haul the Anjari to his feet. In a moment, one of them will turn and see this.

      But I can’t wait for it.

      I snatch the necklace from Aramon’s limp hand, shuddering at the chill I feel in it. He needs help now, and I have to hope I’m right. I close my fingers around it and turn back to his men. “Aramon needs a healer,” I snap, fear evident in my voice.

      The guards turn, seeing me on the floor with Aramon beside me, and glance at each other. They aren’t sure why they can understand me, I think. I can see the understanding in their eyes, but no one seems sure what to do.

      “Now,” I emphasize, “or he will die. Get a healer!”

      The one nearest the door seems to recover himself, giving me a hurried bow. “At once, my Queen.”

      I exhale, my nerves shot all to hell, and turn to the others. There are two of them who aren’t busy with the prisoner, and I lock eyes with them. “Take him to the bed,” I order, “and someone find more pillows. Blankets. Anything to make him more comfortable.”

      My orders are followed with an ease that makes me uncomfortable. I know I’m not a Queen, and a few minutes ago I had no intention of being one. But I can’t let Aramon die. Not after everything he’s done for me, and not after what we’ve shared.

      What we still might share, if the healer comes soon.

      But I can’t think about that right now. I follow the Daevosi who carry him into his bedroom, laying him on his bed. I stroke his pale face with my free hand, watching the sapphire in my bracelet catch the light. He has to live. There’s just not another option. And if the healer says he won’t, then I’ll order them to find another.

      I can’t lose him now.

      An old woman hurries in, with Aramon’s lieutenant following her. He takes in the sight of Aramon, pale on the bed, and his face contorts. “I’ll see to the prisoner,” he tells the healer, “but I’ll leave men for you and the Queen. However the Anjari was able to get in, I need to make sure more can’t follow.”

      She nods at him, too busy looking at Aramon, but the lieutenant sees my gaze on him. His expression is strained as he bows to me, exiting with the prisoner and most of the guard. My eyes turn to the healer now, who attempts to roll Aramon to check the wound on his back. “Guards,” I say softly, my eyes not leaving Aramon. “Help her roll him.”

      One of the Daevosi steps forward, close to me, and gently pulls Aramon until the healer can look at the wound on his back. “Thank you, my Queen,” she murmurs, digging in the satchel she carries. “I have a poultice I must make. It will draw the remaining toxin from his body, and I will be able to sew the wound once I am certain it is gone.”

      I nod, giving the guard another nod as he thoughtfully pulls a chair to the bedside for me to sit in. “You can have whatever you need.” I hesitate, my fear threatening to consume me, until I have to ask. “Will he...make it? Will he recover?”

      The old woman’s lips purse as she thinks, spreading a cloth on the table beside the bed. “He is young,” she answers finally, pausing briefly to meet my scared eyes. “And he has good reason to fight. I believe he will.” Her eyes flick to the guard. “Get him on his stomach. Mind his head.”

      My breath whooshes out as the guard complies, my free hand finding Aramon’s. “Thank you, healer. I am...very thankful he will be all right.”

      She chuckles as she pulls leaves and oils from the satchel, turning to her makeshift workstation. “You may call me Vithral, my Queen. I have known this one since he was a young, headstrong boy. He will outlive me, I think, and irritate me all of my days.” She laughs softly again. “In truth, I would have it no other way. He is a good Warlord. His people love him.”

      I nod, falling into silence as Vithral works on his wounds. The air around us becomes full of this spicy, almost tangy medicinal scent as she grinds the leaves and oil into a paste, smearing it on a clean cloth. Once she has settled this into place, she turns to me with a bow. “I must get more of my supplies, my Queen. When I return, I will pack the wound to stave off infection if the toxin has been removed.”

      I give her an absent nod and, finally alone, bow my head to let out a shaky exhale. I lay the necklace gently on the table beside me and try to draw a deep breath. My hands are shaking. Now that I’m certain he will be okay, everything else comes crashing down on me.

      There are two separate sides of me, who each want different things. On one, I want to go home. I want to go back to the things I know, where I’m sure of who I am and who I’m not. Maybe it wasn’t the greatest life, but it was mine. It was imperfect and I was lost, but it was familiar to me.

      The rest of me wants more of Aramon. More of his exotic eyes and burning passion. This part wants to keep feeling valuable, self-assured, and important. It feels that we are already home, that my place is here and by his side.

      I know which side Aramon would pick, but he doesn’t even know me. I’m just a regular girl that he rescued from a group of angelic assholes who planned to do something horrible to me.

      A regular girl that just stabbed one of those same assholes with a fireplace poker. Right.

      Still, it doesn’t mean anything, right? I’m still me. Just Allie, the girl who doesn’t know what she’s doing with her life. Who has no idea why she can’t seem to fit anywhere, why she feels like a stranger in her own family...and then comes to a world of demons--Daevos--and feels more at home there than on the planet she came from.

      The realization startles me and I focus on his hand, laying on the bed. When I take it in mine, I’m struck by how natural this feels. The certainty I feel in holding his hand overwhelms me to the point where I’m not even sure I would go home if given the chance.

      And that scares me most of all.

      His hand flexes against mine, and as I lift my head I can see he’s stirring. I hold my breath as his eyes flutter open, turning his head with obvious effort until they focus on me. “Allie,” he groans.

      “You’ll be okay,” I say, forcing my voice to be more calm and soothing than I currently feel. “Vithral will be back soon. Does it hurt? Do you need something for the pain?”

      When he answers me in Daevosi, I realize I don’t have the necklace anymore, and I quickly fasten it around my neck, as best I can with the broken chain. “Let’s try that again,” I start, a smile growing on my lips as I can see the surprise and pleasure take over his features. “You’ll be okay. Vithral has been here, and she will be back soon.”

      “Allie.” His voice trembles as he says my name, his hand squeezing mine. “How is it that I can understand you?”

      My smile widens, my heart thudding at the way he sounds when I can understand him. His voice is so rich and majestic, with an elegant precision to his words. “I think it’s the necklace,” I explain. “Before you collapsed, you had it in your hand, and I understood you. It’s very similar to the one I was wearing before.”

      “But not the same,” he concludes, attempting to push himself into a roll.

      Tightening my grip, I gently admonish, “You’re pretty badly wounded. You need to stay still, let the medicine work.”

      Aramon groans as he settles back, turning his head to the most uncomfortable angle to look at me with one golden eye. “What I need is to look upon my mate, when she speaks my beautiful language to me.”

      A blush rockets up my cheek. “Fine,” I manage, trying to ignore that heat, “but you’re doing it my way. Guard?” When the guard enters the bedroom, I smile at him. “Help me turn the Warlord over, please.”

      Aramon grumbles, but between the guard and I, we manage to prop him up against the extra pillows his men have found. He grimaces, clearly uncomfortable, but his expression brightens as I retake my seat beside him and he sends the guard away with a flick of his wrist. “Does that please you?” I tease, watching him as his gaze settles on my mouth.

      “Very much so,” he agrees, his expression sobering as he takes my hand again. “Allie, did the Anjari hurt you?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m fine, thanks to…” My face pales, the memory of Tulivan’s brave face stabbing through me. “Tulivan,” I finish, my voice rough with emotion. “He treated me very kindly, and I won’t forget that.”

      It’s more than that, though. I know in my heart that he’s dead because of me. If I hadn’t run off, if Aramon hadn’t gotten so upset with me, Tulivan would never have been near here in the first place.

      “It is more than that,” Aramon notes, enveloping my hand in his. I look up at him, tears shimmering in my eyes, and he reaches out to stroke my cheek. “Tell me.”

      “He’s dead because of me,” I whisper. “He was here because I tried to leave, and then he came back because I was in danger.” My head dips, shame and guilt washing over as I choke up. “I’m so sorry, Aramon. It’s all my fault.”
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      The wonder and joy I feel at being able to communicate with her—being able to truly understand my mate and have her understand me—is quickly eclipsed by the knowledge that she feels this is her fault. I have tried to reassure her, but she takes responsibility upon herself that is not hers to take. It is hard not to feel kinship in that, but it frustrates me, as well.

      If I could, I would take every pain, every burden, every doubt she feels into my own heart. I would hold it there, carry it for her until she no longer feels the need. But I know it is not that simple. Even unjustified, guilt eats away at the soul, bit by bit until it is fully consumed.

      Later, I will find a way to show her she is wrong. Tulivan would not want her to feel this. He would not even want her to mourn him, for he died saving his Warlord and Queen. But even with the barrier of language now gone, I know I cannot accurately communicate this in words. The best I can hope for at this moment is to reassure her.

      “He will be given the highest rites my people can receive, and his memory will be honored in this generation and the next.”

      There is a hopeful note to my voice that I do not try to disguise. I know she wishes to go home. Wishes it badly enough that she is willing to risk her own life. But I have to believe I’ve set her at ease, at least in part. And the kiss we shared…

      How could she not feel the bond that exists between us? How could she not see that I am hers and she is mine?

      “I’d like to be there for it,” she says, then looks away from me, almost shyly, “if humans are allowed. I don’t want to disrespect your traditions or your people.”

      I take the hand she still rests upon the bed, dwarfing it between both of mine. I wait until she looks into my eyes before I speak, my tone firm and unwavering. “You are my mate, Allie. You are not to be ‘allowed’ anywhere. You are to be welcomed. The Daevosi are as much your people as they are mine.”

      “They tolerate me,” she says with a kind smile, “because they love you. I’m serious, Aramon. I don’t want to make anyone uncomfortable.”

      Though I comprehend the words, there are still barriers between us. Things we don’t understand about each other’s world. I endeavor to make it clearer. “If my people love me, they love you. That is the way it works here.”

      “They don’t even know me,” she says, looking down at my hands as they cover hers.

      “Yours is the other half of my soul,” I tell her, lifting one of my hands to her chin. I caress her soft skin and lean close, my breath a whisper over her lips. “They know you just as I do.” I lean closer, a smirk twitching at the corner of my lips. “Perhaps not exactly as I do.”

      Closing the distance between us, I claim her lips in the slow, sensual kiss I have yearned for since the first one we shared. It was stolen from us before, taken by that Anjari, but I will give it to no one now. The sweet taste of her mouth, the hum of pleasure, the warmth of her, all of it is mine alone.

      Yet even this is interrupted, the sound of boots hitting the balcony, wings tucking after a landing. I pull back from Allie, a growl of protest dying in my throat as I see the intruder.

      “The prisoner is secure?”

      The corner of Talran’s lips twitch just slightly. “If by secure you mean bound, chained, and under constant surveillance, then yes. He’s secure.”

      “And what of his magic?” I ask, ignoring his attempt at humor. There is no place for it in such dire circumstances. “They do not honor the rules of confrontation, Talran. He will use anything he has available.”

      “Multiple enchantments were placed over his person and the cell,” he says, his tone sobering. “With all due respect, Warlord, I would not be so careless.”

      There is a twinge of hurt in his voice and he glances between Allie and me, his gaze lowering in deference.

      “I know,” I tell him. “I apologize. The attack has set me on edge.”

      “I assume for that reason you don’t want the people of Daevos informed about this until we have more information?”

      I wince at that. I can imagine nothing worse than inciting full-scale panic right now. “No, it’s best to keep this between your men and the Council. Once I meet with them, we can decide what to tell the rest.”

      “You’re not going to tell them there could be assassins in the city?” Allie asks, looking at me with surprise. “That seems… incredibly dangerous.”

      “More dangerous for the people to act on limited information, my Queen. We—” Talran’s face blanks, then he looks to me, and finally to Allie once more. “You can understand us? And speak our tongue?”

      “It’s this,” she says, holding up the necklace.

      “The coward who attempted to kill me was wearing it. Allie says they are similar to the necklaces the other women were given, but perhaps there is a different enchantment on this one.”

      A curious flicker of excitement passes behind Talran’s dark eyes. “If we found more, the other humans would be able to communicate with us, as well?” I cant my head slightly at him, my brows lifting in question. My second schools his features, clears his throat, and continues. “Not important. My worry is that if we tell everyone before we know the scale and purpose of this attack, it will create more panic than we can contain.”

      “I understand that,” she says diplomatically. “But you will tell them, right? Once you know enough?”

      He looks to me, obviously deferring, and I give him a nod before I answer. “We will.”

      This seems to appease my mate—somewhat. I can still sense her unease, but she nods in return and says nothing more about it. I can only hope that she will speak out in the future, should she find something she disagrees with. It is her right as Queen, and our people need to grow accustomed to seeing her assert herself. If I have my way, she will do it often.

      “Once Vithral is finished, I will join you, Talran,” I say, thinking nothing of it. “We will summon the Council and learn whatever we can from the prisoner.”

      “Is that wise?” Talran asks, eyeing me with suspicion.

      “It is not,” Vithral interjects, returning to the room with a fragrant bundle of herbs. “The Warlord needs at least a full day to recuperate and allow the medicine time to work.”

      “Nice try,” Allie says, giving me a small smile that warms me through, even if that twinge of worry I feel from her is the last thing I want. “You need to rest.”

      “This can’t wait,” I tell them, my tone urgent as I look to Talran.

      But he merely shakes his head, a smirk twitching at the corner of his lips. “Sorry. I know better than to argue with the healers. So should you.” His expression sobers and he meets my gaze. “We will handle things, Aramon. Daevos will keep for a day.”

      “Tulivan deserves—”

      “It will take at least that long to have the rites prepared,” Talran points out. I clench my jaw, knowing he is right. “And if you succumb to your injuries because you were too stubborn to rest, Tulivan’s sacrifice will have been in vain.”

      That strikes me deep, like a spear to the heart. I close my eyes, knowing it is true, but hating it just the same. My father would never have accepted convalescence. He would have fought with his very last breath to ensure his people were safe before he took rest. In fact, he would not have let this happen in the first place, because he would never have trusted the Anjari to honor their pact.

      Lost in thought, I begin to spiral. My mood turns dark, everything exists inside of me, and it takes physical touch to pull me out of it. I feel warmth and a gentle squeeze as my mate threads her fingers around my hand. Heat suffuses me, chasing away the wealth of negative emotions I began to pile onto myself.

      “You went somewhere else for a minute there,” she says, soft enough that Talran cannot hear.

      “Yes.” I give her a small smile, my fingers curling around hers in turn as I give her hand an answering squeeze. “It is nothing. Just… regrets.”

      “I could sic your uncle on you, if you prefer,” Talran says. “You know how he feels about regrets.”

      I let out a soft huff of amusement, my body aching as I do. The threat is not unfounded. Vazzak has never been fond of dwelling on the past, and I would not be eager to let him know I have these thoughts.

      “I must be allowed to speak to the Council,” I say, the smell of the herbs burning my nose even more sharply as the healer prepares them. “I will hardly exert myself—”

      “You will,” Allie says, her voice firm. “You’re exerting yourself just arguing with us now.”

      I open my mouth to continue doing just that, but she is right. Fatigue threatens to claim me. My body hurts. My head is not as clear as it should be. I glance to Talran and he merely arches a brow in answer. I see I will get no assistance from my second, even on this front.

      To be honest, I do not blame him. He would catch more of my ire if he took my side against my mate.

      “Just one or two days. Right?” she looks to Vithral, who nods. “And… I’ll stay with you.”

      I brighten instantly at that. I’d not thought to let her part from me. It is too dangerous, and I need her in the same way I need air to breathe. But now my mind is poring over the ways in which I can spend that time with her.

      Talran chuckles, shaking his head. “Do you really expect him to rest if you’re near?”

      My mate blushes prettily, but I scoff at Talran, waving him off. “I wish to be in full health when I have her. She deserves the best from me, and I would not dare disappoint. Besides,” I smile at Allie, who is bright red from the tips of her ears to her collarbone, “I have made a promise. Not until she is ready.”

      She smiles at me and I can feel her gratitude. I open my mouth to speak again, but the sound is strangled in a groan of pain as the healer packs the wound without warning. My teeth grind together and my free hand grips the edge of the cot, but the pain passes.

      “That will need to be changed, but not for twelve hours. The bandages I’m placing atop it will need to be changed every three, though.”

      “Yes, yes,” I mutter, wanting to discuss nothing less than my wound care in front of my mate and my friend who is continuing to smirk. I glower at him, though there is little bite to it. “Do you not have anything better to do?”

      “Now that you’re going to behave yourself, yes.” He salutes me again and I return the gesture as well as I am able. “I’ll report back as soon as I know more.”

      He leaves us, and I turn to my mate, a feeling of contentment washing over me. I am never going to like convalescing. I still feel I should be with Talran, helping my people recover from this loss. But if I must take a day—at most—of rest, then I will spend it with Allie.

      “I am still permitted to walk, yes?” I ask the healer, not truly caring what the answer is. When she confirms, my smile grows. “Good.”

      I cannot wait to show her Daevos as I see it.
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      Something about Aramon’s smile spreads warmth all through me, and I smile back even as my tone is uncertain. “What are you thinking?” I ask him gently, playfully.

      He turns to face me, those lovely eyes dancing in excitement. “I want to show you Daevos,” he replies, letting the healer finish bandaging him.

      I tilt my head, admiring the single-minded determination I can hear in his voice. “You’ve shown me already. Maybe we should stay here, and you should rest.”

      “I have shown you the market,” he says dismissively, waving a hand as Vithral finishes and begins to gather her supplies. “And you have seen the docks, my brave mate. There is so much more to Daevos than that.”

      A thrill pierces my heart at the sonorous way he says my mate. Deep, emotional, possessive in a way I never thought I’d be comfortable with. But when Aramon says it, it feels like complete certainty. Of course I am his, and he is mine.

      This fragile revelation throws me off-balance, and I nearly miss that he’s about to scoot across the bed. “I didn’t agree yet!” I tease. “But I see you can’t be stopped. At least let us help you to your feet.”

      Aramon grudgingly accepts the guard’s and my help to rise on his unsteady legs, and for a moment I’m so close to telling him we can’t possibly walk the city with his strength so shaky. When I catch a glimpse of his face, I see the jaw-clenching effort he is making to stand and do this for me. It’s clearly important to him, and as long as he’s careful it’s probably good for him too.

      “The guard comes with us,” I warn him. “If you fall, I can’t do much about it.”

      He grins at me, threading my arm through his and anchoring himself to me. “I have already fallen, Allie.”

      A deep blush rises across my cheeks as Aramon guides me to an unobtrusive door that I probably wouldn’t have seen if he hadn’t pointed it out. The simple wood is painted black against the black stone of his residence, and when I pull on the door it swings inward with a shrill, protesting creak. In the murky darkness beyond, I can see surprisingly well-maintained stairs descending out of my vision. “Guess you guys don’t have much use for stairs,” I remark wryly. “Is there a candle or something?”

      He laughs. “The very young, the wounded, and the very old have difficulty with flying,” he explains. “Most dwellings have stairs for this purpose.” Aramon nods his head towards the doorframe. “There is a panel on the inside, to the right. Press it.”

      Reaching in, I slide my hand carefully along the wall until it bumps against a raised edge. My fingers reach out, finding the center of this edge, and press firmly.

      Far below us, a large circle begins to brighten, its golden hue spreading from the center until it reaches the walls of this round stairwell. From there, it seems to swirl upwards as points of light flare into existence, climbing higher as it spins around the chamber. By the time it reaches us, I’m looking down into a little golden galaxy that illuminates our way perfectly, pulsating with the soft presence of stardust embedded in the walls.

      “Aramon, this is beautiful,” I whisper, my fingers reaching out to brush the glittering wall.

      “Wait until it is nightfall,” he replies, no small amount of pride in his voice. “Daevos is loveliest at only two times: in daylight, and at night.”

      I laugh at his joke, still in awe of the beauty before me. I can easily picture what I’ve seen today in darkness, with a sky of stars overhead and pinpricks of light dancing over the various buildings of Daevos. It would truly be like living amongst the clouds.

      He and I walk slowly down these stairs, the guard a respectful distance behind us, and when we reach the bottom Aramon nudges me in the direction he wants me to lead. “I wish to show you the city as I see it,” he tells me as we stroll. “This is my favorite place.”

      We round a corner, and the breath is taken from my lungs.

      I’ve seen several of the Daevosi gardens, but this one is exquisite. It’s enclosed in tall hedges that have been trained into archways as well, and when we pass under one we enter a world where we are the only people present. The sounds of Daevosi life fade away and leave only the rippling of the several black stone fountains that I can immediately see. The largest is down the path from us, dominating the center of neat, orderly plots of vibrant flowers, their big and delicate blooms ruffling in the breeze. At the end of this garden, I see a grove of trees, and spot the peculiar bright pink fruit in the branches that I can’t remember the name of.

      “I come here often for solitude,” Aramon says softly, his words drifting across my mind in a reverent tone. “My mother brought me here almost every day before she died.”

      I swallow the sudden sadness I feel at his words, walking him towards the big central fountain. “It’s lovely. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anywhere lovelier.”

      When we get closer, I can see the basin of the fountain has another mosaic, stars and suns composed of jagged bits of tile that give a wild, untamed look to the heavens. The central sculpture of the fountain is a young woman, diminutive horns atop her head and her wings outstretched as though they might still take to the air. Her feet are bare, her long flowing dress ending at her ankles, and her arms appear to be pleading with something above her.

      “We call it The Wish,” he explains. “My mother told me the girl wished for love, to find her mate.”

      I turn to him, my neck craning upwards. “Did she find him?”

      “I like to think so.” Aramon’s face is deeply reverent as he looks at the statue, admiration clear in his face. “There is practicality amongst the Daevosi,” he continues. “We prepare for war in these spaces, we harvest and prepare food and goods. But there is also a great deal of beauty and appreciation for art. There cannot be one without the other.”

      “I noticed,” I tease with a little smile. “I’m a little jealous. I’ve never been able to pursue art in the way you do.”

      This startles Aramon, and he tilts his head towards me. “Do you not have art in your culture?” he asks, disbelief in his voice.

      “We have it,” I start to explain, my lips twisting as I think about how best to communicate this, “but it’s...not considered a valuable use of time. It doesn’t make a lot of money. Creating art is considered really impractical, when we have so much we need to do. There isn’t a future in it.”

      Aramon’s brow furrows at this. “Allie, if this is something you wish...I will provide whatever you need. Supplies, musical instruments, books...anything you need, you have but to ask.”

      I blush brightly at that, completely undone by his sincerity. In my mind I can see my dad, the look of total disbelief on his face when I asked if I could take art lessons. I can remember the rage overtaking his face when I pushed, asking why he wouldn’t pay for them. Most of all, I remember the complete helplessness I felt when he said he’d only pay for college if I promised I wouldn’t take any liberal arts courses.

      It was something I couldn’t promise then, and I couldn’t promise it now either. As I look around me, taking in a place where art is considered a necessity, my heart feels close to bursting that Aramon would help me achieve anything I wanted.

      Still I hesitate, admiring that mosaic again. “I’m--not this good at it. At all. I just...like it.” I duck my head a little, hiding my pink cheeks from him.

      But Aramon doesn’t hesitate at all, reaching out and touching my chin gently until I look at him. “Anything you create would be beautiful,” he says, giving me a brilliant smile, “but if you would like to learn, to study technique, we have many libraries.”

      There’s absolutely no hope of this blush fading from my cheeks, so I smile shyly in return. “I saw one earlier,” I confess. “I wish I had time to take a look at it.”

      He grins, gently tugging on my arm. “Then let us see if your necklace allows you to read our tongue as well.”

      Aramon pulls me out of the garden, walking in a direction that I vaguely recall leads us towards the docks. Sure enough, when he guides me into a hallway, I see the library I admired earlier. It is somewhat small, but crammed with bookshelves and racks of scrolls reaching a good twenty feet up. “I guess you just fly up to those,” I say wryly, craning my neck.

      “We must,” he answers very seriously, stretching for books that are in his immediate reach. “The very best ones are kept on the highest shelves.” Aramon looks over long enough to grin at me, and I laugh as his meaning becomes more clear. “These will do for now,” he continues, retaking my arm, “but you may come back as you like and borrow anything you find.”

      “Wait,” I protest as he leads me back towards the garden, “are you supposed to be taking those outside?”

      Aramon shrugs, giving me a cheeky grin as we re-enter the garden and settle down on a bench. “I did not hear anyone stop us.”

      Laughing, I can’t argue with that, and I eagerly take the book he offers me, resting my hand on the cover. It’s some sort of leather, handbound with thread, and in remarkably good shape despite the fact that it opens easily where the spine has been cracked.

      “This--”

      “No,” I interrupt, giving him a glance from the corner of my eye. “I want to see if I can read it first.”

      He quiets, and I flip a few pages inward.

      Disappointment slams into me hard as the straight-lined, almost rune-like symbols fail to make sense to me. I’m about to heave a sigh when my breath catches, the symbols swirling and rearranging themselves into what is, miraculously, perfect English instructions on how to mix pigment from plants on Daevos.

      “Aramon,” I breathe, my eyes already scanning the words, “this is…” I can’t even finish the thought, my imagination coming to life with the possibility of making my own paint, using it to create something beautiful.

      He laughs softly, reaching to catch hold of my chin and press his lips to mine. “I am pleased you enjoy it, my mate. All that we have is yours, as long as you will stay.”

      His kiss burns on my lips as much as his words imprint on my heart, and my enthusiasm is cut short. Of course, I hadn’t planned to stay. I still want to go home, but the more I learn about Daevos--about Aramon--the more reasons I find to stay.

      Especially if there are more kisses. And maybe more...other things.

      A fierce blush overtakes my face at that, wanting to think about him claiming me. I know he would. He’s said as much, and told me he would wait. As much as I might want to give in, I can’t help thinking about everything I’ve always known about demons and angels. And how very different the Anjari and Daevosi are from that.

      “It’s strange,” I recover uneasily, “how much your people like art. I didn’t expect it. On Earth, we are taught that angels--Anjari--are the ones who appreciate art. The demons do not. They favor destruction.”

      “Anjari exist on your world?” Aramon asks, interest in his face. He leans forward a little, giving me his full attention. “Have you seen one before?”

      I shake my head. “They look similar,” I explain, “but I hope they’re not actually the same. Our angels are supposed to be good, pure. Inspirational to artists.”

      “The Anjari do enjoy their purity,” he says drily, his eyes narrowing.

      “Why do you fight with them?” I ask softly. “Why do they want to kill you? Is it because--” I can hardly say it, past the lump in my throat, “--you took us? Did Tulivan die because you took us from the Anjari?” Tears spring to my eyes at the mention of his name, seeing him crumpled on the floor as blood flowed from his wounds.

      Aramon looks up at me, horrified, and shakes his head. Taking my hand, he speaks hoarsely. “No, this is not your fault at all. The Anjari have wanted to extinguish us for centuries.” His thumb strokes over the back of my hand, his words quiet. “Hundreds of years ago, we lived in harmony with the Anjari. We were trade partners, and banded together against other threats. Sometime after, something...strange happened to the Anjari. They began to turn inward, to focus on problems within themselves. They began to cull impurities from themselves--impure thoughts, impure deeds. To them, enjoying the work of their artisans for its beauty was impure, and so too was it to enjoy lying with a partner.” He lets out a heavy sigh. “Once they finished with themselves, they turned to others. Including us.”

      I nod even as the horror is taking root in my heart. “What do they...do? To the others?”

      Aramon’s eyes meet mine, and I can tell that he doesn’t want to speak of it. I encourage him silently, giving him a nod, and he answers. “You witnessed this,” he admits. “The Anjari mating ceremony. They find females who can be molded into perfect, pliant, subservient vessels and give them to the most pious of the Anjari. They take everything that is unique and beautiful, reducing them to a blank slate that the Anjari can fill however they like.”

      There’s a dull roar in my ears as he speaks, the words sticking out in my mind as my breathing quickens. I feel the same as I might if I were watching a car speeding towards me, only to find it swerved at the last possible moment. This near-brush of catastrophe rattles through me, and I look up at Aramon, lost and grateful and so ill I can’t manage to say anything at all.
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      As we speak of heavier topics, I can feel the change in her. It’s subtle at first. Slow to truly take hold. But when I explain the Anjari’s fixation with purity and their desire to treat their mates as mere vessels, she blanches instantly, looking as though she is about to be ill.

      I scoot closer to her on the bench, my thigh touching hers not as a means to entice, but simply to grant her whatever strength I can. My hand goes to her back, rubbing in slow circles, and I sit in silence with her for several moments until she finally speaks again.

      “Sorry,” she mumbles, reaching up to touch her neck—the place where the old necklace was, and where this new one now rests. Her fingers curl around it as if it is choking her. “I had a grandma who was really into stuff like that. Believed in a ‘young lady staying pure’ for the sake of her husband. Just hearing that during the holidays used to make me really uncomfortable, so the idea of having it done to me…”

      Her whole body shudders and I hesitate, unsure if I should still be touching her. Perhaps she does not want me to, and I am making her feel this same sense of displeasure. When she leans into me, though, I relax and rest my head atop hers.

      I cannot imagine having all sense of choice taken from me. I would struggle. Fight until my last breath. I know Allie must have done so, but the Anjari are much larger and stronger than any human could ever hope to be, just as the Daevosi are. That thought strikes me, settles poorly in my mind, and my brow furrows as I wrap my arms more securely around her. As if making some kind of protective cage with my body will stop any of this from piercing her thoughts.

      The only thing I can do—the only thing that feels right—is to make sure she knows where I stand on this. “I hope you know I will never do anything of the sort. None of the Daevosi will.”

      “I know,” she says, her hand touching my arm, offering reassurance. She stills in my embrace though, and I can tell more is coming. “But… you do still want me to stay here, Aramon.”

      I draw in a sharp breath, feeling as if she has physically wounded me. Some prideful part of me wants to point out that I have offered her the chance to return, but I know she speaks the truth. Of course I wish for her to stay here. I have spent all day trying to present her with many more reasons to do just that.

      And in my heart, I believe that she will. Because we are mates. Our love is fated. We cannot exist in separate spaces, and I must lead my people with her by my side, so we have to stay here. To me, it is simple, but I know there is more to this for Allie.

      “What is it that you miss about Earth? Why do you wish to return?” I ask, genuinely interested, and hoping to control my tone so I don’t sound as defensive as part of me feels.

      She must sense it, because she turns in my embrace, looking up at me. “Don’t get me wrong. This place is… it’s like something out of a dream. It’s everything I could have asked for. But I miss my family,” she admits, a small smile on her lips. “I want to strangle them half the time, but I love them, and I can’t imagine not seeing them again.”

      “Tell me about them?”

      Her face lights up as if I have asked her the most wonderful question anyone has ever asked. It hurts my heart to think of how poorly my mate has been treated, and that is already a strike against Earth in my mind. My perception doesn’t improve as she tells me the many ways in which she both loves and hates her family, especially when she mentions she is unfavorably compared to her older sister.

      I know I am biased. To me, she is everything. She is perfect, and no one else will ever compare. But on Earth, they look at her as though she is somehow less. To know her own family thinks this is… familiar, actually. I cannot help but think of my father and the many hopes and dreams he had for me, as well as his assessment of my failures.

      I loved him, though, and I can hear in Allie’s voice that she loves her own family just as much. So I cannot say I do not understand, even if I wish they could see what I see.

      “They don’t value you as they should,” I say, unable to stop myself, “but I know family can be… complicated. I have no siblings in blood, and my relationship with my father was strained, but I know he only wished to prepare me for my future as a Warlord.”

      “I think my dad probably wants the same,” she muses, a small smile touching her lips. “Aside from the Warlord thing.”

      She is quiet for a time, a gentle breeze bringing forth the fragrant scent of the flowers that surround us. While a few Daevosi have wandered through, the gardens have remained rather peaceful, and I am thankful for it. It has given me a chance to speak to my mate and know her better, in heart and mind instead of just knowing her soul.

      When she finally speaks again, I can hear a mix of conflicting emotions in her voice. “I realize I’m just homesick. I’ll get back, Mom will say something about how great Cassie’s doing and Dad will do his usual, unintentionally insensitive thing. Cass will try and get me to go out with her by definitely not implying that I have no life…” She lets out a heavy sigh. “I’ll hate it by the end of the week, but never having the option to see any of them again just feels wrong.”

      “What if you could see them?” I ask the question before I truly have the chance to think on it, but even when I reflect, it feels right. “What if I could bring them here?”

      She laughs dismissively, but gives me a sweet smile. “I appreciate the sentiment, but they can’t live here. I don’t even think they could visit without freaking out. My mom would have a complete meltdown about this place on Facebook.”

      Not for the first time, she says words that have no meaning to me. But I understand the inflection, and context allows me to perceive that this would not be a good thing. Frustration sinks its claws into me. I want to make her happy, yet I do not know how without letting her go completely.

      “Then perhaps you could visit them still? If we can find a way for you to return to Earth, and a portal that would take you back. Would you… like that?”

      I see recognition in her emerald eyes. She knows I am asking more than this simple question. My fear is that she will return to Earth and never come back to me, or that she will remain here and eventually become miserable. Both would be devastating, and I do not know what to do other than compromise.

      “I don’t know,” she says, and I tamp down my frustration at that answer. She’s being honest with me. I would not wish her to lie. “It sounds like the best of both worlds, but it also sounds too good to be true.”

      “That is what I want for you, Allie.” I take one of her hands in mine, marveling again at how small hers are; how delicate. “The best of both worlds. The one you came from, and the one you belong to now.”

      Another lovely smile, and I cannot help but fixate on her lips. I want desperately to taste her again, to hear her soft sigh as she surrenders to me—to us—but there is still hesitation in her eyes. It steals that smile away and my heart aches at the sudden loss.

      “It’s not just that,” she says, looking away completely. I watch as her gaze moves across the vibrant gardens and the black stone that is just beginning to glitter as the sun sinks below Daevos. “I guess I’m a little old-fashioned, but I’m not used to this. Where I’m from, this whole process takes more time. Everything moves slower. You were ready to build a life with me after just seeing me one time, and that’s… a lot to process.”

      It’s a strange thing for me to wrap my mind around. Even though I have not known this feeling before, I know that it is happening exactly as it should be. The speed and certainty does not frighten me, nor does the fact that my mate is not Daevosi. But it is something I have to come to terms with. Just because I can understand her now and she can understand me doesn’t mean all the differences between us are settled.

      “How do you know?” she asks, finally looking at me again, searching my eyes. “How can you be so certain that I’m your mate? That this is… for life?”

      Again the words do not do the question justice. I can hear the fear in them, but I am unsure at its origin. All I can do is tell her the truth.

      “This is how it has always been for my people. Even though we have not had mates in some time, our elders have passed down their stories, and much of it is instinctual. Everything that we are is that way. Here, let me show you.”

      I rise from the bench, slowly—more to appease the concerned eyebrow raise from Allie than because I feel the need for caution—and hold out a hand to her. When she takes it, I link our fingers together and walk with her toward one of the onyx walls. The stone gives off a residual warmth that reaches us even from an arm’s length away, and when I reach out to touch it, that feeling of warmth increases, radiating outward from the wall until it lights me from within.

      “Are you doing that? Making it warmer?” she asks, wonder in her voice.

      I smile at her and nod. “This stone is as much a part of who the Daevosi are as the blood that flows through our veins. Legend says that our horns are shaped from it, and that is why we can feel so much from a material that is cold and lifeless to others.” My hand still pressed to the wall, I turn to look at her. “But I was not taught how to extract the essence of this stone, and I could not tell you the process. I’ve just known how to do it, for as long as I can remember.”

      “Instinct.”

      “Instinct.” My hand leaves the wall and I take hers, bringing it to my chest. I rest her palm over my heart and look into her eyes. “Instinct tells me that you are my mate, and I trust it completely. I trust how I feel when I am with you. I trust everything that has happened to bring us together.”

      Her teeth snag her bottom lip, her brow furrowing slightly as she looks up at me. “If I could just trust those things, I would. I want to. But…”

      “You need more,” I finish, fighting back the sadness that eases into my heart like the evening tide. “If not by instinct, then how do you find mates on Earth?”

      Heat suffuses her cheeks, but she doesn’t look away from me. Nor does she pull her hand from my chest. “Well, instinct plays a part. It’s attraction for us, but most people don’t build an entire life off of attraction. We spend time together. Get to know each other. Go on dates and things like that.”

      “Dates?” It feels strange not to understand, despite the fact that her words are clear to me.

      “A date is where you do something with another person. You give them your time and attention, they give you theirs. Sometimes it’s just going out to eat. Sometimes there’s entertainment involved.” She laughs suddenly, a sheepish look in her eyes. “It’s weird to explain this, because where I come from it’s just something you know about. And I can’t say ‘oh, we go to the movies or play mini golf’ because you won’t understand what those things are.”

      Hurt blossoms in my chest, latching on to my own insecurities. I know it is impossible for me to understand these things without her explaining them, but it feels like a failing on my part. Allie senses this, though, and she is quick to say something.

      “I didn’t mean it that way. I’m sorry.” Her fingers curl gently against my chest and I lift my hand to hers. “I just mean it’s a challenge, the same way explaining things to me is probably a challenge for you.” She gives me a gentle smile. “You just did it, by telling me why everyone here accepts the whole mate thing.”

      “I just wish I knew everything already,” I admit, “but I’m enjoying these lessons.”

      These and others. I am in the mood for a lesson that involves less talking right now, in fact, and I lean forward to claim her lips with mine. Though I have had experience in this, it is always something new with Allie. Learning what she likes and exploiting that to its fullest until I hear those soft sounds of pleasure.

      I draw back, concerned I will cross a line if I do not. Instead, I endeavor to learn more of these human courtship rituals. “Are you permitted to choose the activities for these dates?”

      “Sometimes, though the guys I’ve dated have always just done whatever was most convenient for them.” There’s a note of bitterness in her voice. “To be fair, I haven’t been on a date since high school, but it would’ve been nice to go to someplace for a decent meal instead of him making me pay half the bill at Shake Shack. And… movies are fine, but I’ve always wanted to go dancing.”

      She shrugs dismissively, and speaks a bit more of dates and human rituals of courtship. Throughout it all, though, I begin to formulate a plan. A way I can perhaps bridge our very different realms and help her understand that I will do whatever it takes to make her feel comfortable.

      And if that means doing what the humans in her life have failed at, then that is what I will do.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We separate for a few hours, once the sun fully sinks below Daevos. I leave her with the other women, most of whom seem as fascinated by the fact that we can now communicate as Talran was. The one with the dark hair—Gwen, Allie tells me—tries to speak to me, but I cannot understand without my mate translating.

      There must be some way to acquire the enchantment that has been placed on these necklaces, and I resolve to speak to the Council about it when they inevitably call me before them. For now, though, I busy myself with planning the best date I can imagine.

      With no real concept beyond what Allie has told me, I feel somewhat lost. But she described the desire for good food and dancing, so that is what I will deliver. I start with the meal, speaking to the chefs who have long served the Daevosi Warlords. Unsure what she will even like, I ask about what the women have been fed thus far and have them create something that is more special, incorporating some of the things I remember eating when I was younger.

      While they work on the menu, I consider the location. There are many beautiful places in Daevos, and there are ways for us to remain undisturbed, but I need something perfect. It takes me an hour to find it, but once I do, I set up a small table and two chairs, then return to fetch Allie.

      “If I may steal my mate for the rest of the night?” I ask the other women, earning a blush from Allie.

      The green-skinned one—the only other one who can somewhat understand me—smirks and rolls her eyes before communicating to the humans. I cannot understand what she says, but it inspires laughter from the females and a deeper blush from Allie. She reaches for my hand and guides me away from them, her free hand reaching up to touch her face.

      “God, there’s way too much thirst in that room,” she mutters.

      “Thirst? Are they not being properly cared for? I can--”

      Allie blushes even more. “No. Thirst is… it’s slang. A turn of phrase. It means they’re, um… overeager in the lust department.”

      My brows lift at that. “What did they say?”

      “They have… opinions about my reluctance.” Somehow she turns an even deeper shade of red and she cannot meet my gaze. “Gwen mentioned something about how she’d ‘climb you like a tree’ given half the chance.”

      I laugh at that, and a devilish smile tugs at my lips. “But I am not hers to climb.”

      When Allie finally looks up at me, I can see a heat in her emerald eyes that I’ve not seen before. It’s restrained, banked to the point where a part of me believes I am only seeing what I want to see, but I know it is there.

      As much as I ache to answer that desire with my own, I merely squeeze her hand, wordlessly letting her know I intend to keep my promise. I cannot be disappointed, though. The fact that she can look at me in this way, that she knows I am hers whenever she wants me, means it’s only a matter of time before she gives in.

      She looks away from me, clearing her throat. There is a rough catch to her voice when she speaks. “Where are we going? …And shouldn’t you be in bed?”

      “Later,” I say, guiding her toward one of the onyx staircases that spirals around the edge of the city. “I have something to show you first.”

      It is dark enough now that all of the stones glitter, giving us ample light by which to walk. Most Daevosi would fly to where we are going, but I do not wish to frighten her. I want all of her feelings about tonight to be positive, and so I distract her away from looking down as we descend the staircase, the roar of the waterfall growing louder and louder.

      “You’re going to get a bit wet,” I warn her as it comes into view, the silver water cascading over the rock face, falling into mist far below us.

      “This is… really high up,” she breathes, my distractions failing.

      She doesn’t stop, though. She just presses closer to me, and I wrap a protective arm around her in turn, leaning so that the curtain of water mostly parts over my head and upper body instead of hers as we pass beneath it. The waters are warm, comforting to me, and Allie does not seem as tense once we step inside the cave that is hidden behind this waterfall.

      Then she gasps, stopping so suddenly it nearly causes me to stumble. I can only smile, excitement winding inside of me as I take in her expression. Her eyes are wide, her mouth open in shock as she takes in the space around us. I follow her gaze to the walls that sparkle even brighter in this darkness, to the silver trickles of water that thread between the stones, and to the table that is set with a silk cloth atop it, a deep red providing a stark backdrop to the earthenware plates and cups.

      The scent of roasted meat and vegetables fills the small cave, making my mouth water, and I lead a still-stunned Allie to the table.

      “You didn’t have to do all of this,” she says, flustered.

      “You deserve a proper date,” I tell her, my voice soft and encouraging, my eagerness getting the best of me.

      She does not seem to mind. Her eyes cast up to me, a shimmer in them, and her mouth works without any sound. I see her swallow, avert her gaze, then finally say, “Thank you. This is… probably the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

      A touch of anger bristles within me. She deserves much more than this, and every day she has spent receiving anything less is a travesty. But I have vowed to make up for that and treat her like the Queen she is, and that starts with tonight. Perhaps I do not completely understand how human courtship works, but her radiant smile is more than enough to tell me I’m doing something right.

      “I hope you enjoy the food,” I say, pulling out a chair for her to sit at the small, intimate table. “I’ve never been certain what humans like, but now that we can speak to each other, I hope that can change.”

      She sits down, arranging the skirts of her dress, and I take my place on the other side. Reaching for the jug of wine, I pour some into her cup first, then my own.

      “It smells delicious,” she says, and across the table I can hear her stomach growl and grumble.

      The flush on her cheeks is painfully endearing, and I smile at her. “Don’t let me keep you. Please.”

      I gesture to the meal set out before her, and she picks up a fork, spearing a carrot upon it. She brings it to her mouth and I am transfixed as she blows on it, steam curling away from the bite. My tongue runs over my own lips as I watch her take it into her mouth, and I know it will be a struggle to keep my thoughts on anything other than feeling those lips on mine again.

      Among other things.

      I shift in my chair, adjusting my position for a bit more… room. Bringing the cup of wine to my own lips, I take a generous drink. I have no desire to become intoxicated—Allie takes care of that all on her own—but I need something to take the edge off, and the light warmth that floods me helps ease the scorching heat of having her so near.

      It has been so difficult to resist my instincts these past few days, and it is even more so now that I can speak to her. I want to tell her how much I yearn for her, how I long to see her—all of her—and map her beautiful body with my hands and tongue.

      She needs more from me, though, and I focus on the meal in an effort to keep my mind from fixating on how much I want to tear that dress from her and feast upon something other than the food that sits before me.

      I cannot help but smile as I continue watching her eat, though. She seems so pleased by such a simple thing. It is curious to me, and I have to ask, “You like the food, then?”

      She blushes a little, looking down at her half-eaten dinner, then at me. “Is it that obvious?” Setting down her fork, she takes a drink of the wine. “It’s amazing, Aramon. Actually it… reminds me of home a little. This is like something my mom would’ve made when I was growing up.”

      “I wish I could say that was intentional, but I am glad for it nonetheless.” A fond smile comes over her features, and I realize what she needs. “Will you tell me more about your life on Earth? Your childhood, perhaps?”

      She does, regaling me with tales that are not so different from the way Daevosi are raised. Full of the same embarrassments, the same rites of passage, the same growing pains. There are good moments, as well—bright spots of memory that shimmer incandescently when she speaks of them.

      As she finishes her meal and drinks more wine, she asks me about my upbringing in turn. I tell her about my training, my education, all of the things I needed to do to learn to fill my father’s shoes. A frown touches her lips, a furrow between her brows.

      “It sounds like you didn’t have much time to just… be a kid.”

      “Oh, Talran and I managed to get up to plenty of mischief. Don’t feel sorry for me. Feel sorry for the Matrons,” I tell her with a wicked grin.

      She laughs boisterously, a sound that sparks joy within me. Her hand goes to her mouth, though, and she looks abashed. “This wine is stronger than I thought. I’d better stop. My dress might wind up hanging off the side of the stairs otherwise.”

      Lust thrums through me, hot and needy, reaching into the core of my being. I draw in a breath through my nose and tell myself she does not intend to cause such thoughts, but there is a glint in her eyes that says otherwise.

      It makes me want to clamber over this table and show her exactly what I think of the idea, but I know it is the wine. She is not ready for this. I need to rein in my own desires and get ahold of myself.

      I try to do just that, sitting uncomfortably in my chair, doing my best to ignore the thought of her naked body pressed to mine. Nothing helps, though, and I briefly consider stepping under the waterfall for a few moments.

      Despite what she said, Allie takes another sip of wine, then pushes her chair out. She walks over to me and I look up at her, every muscle still.

      “Want to dance?” She flashes me a brilliant smile, but it dims somewhat after a beat. “Or is that too much?”

      “Not at all,” I rush to say, standing from the table and reaching for her before I can think better of it.

      I pull her to me, my body cradling hers, my hard cock pressed between us. She gasps, her eyes widening slightly as she looks up at me. My breathing stops as I try to read what I see, to determine if there is any fear in her. A scarlet blush steals across her cheeks, but I can see no fear.

      “Sorry,” she murmurs, “I probably shouldn’t have said that.”

      I lean in, my voice low, my lips a breath away from hers. “Never apologize for what you do to me. But if it makes you uncomfortable—”

      “No,” she says firmly, one of her hands resting on my shoulder, then moving to settle behind my neck, soon joined by the other. “It doesn’t.”

      Her face is still red as she says it, but there is conviction in her eyes. It would be so easy to kiss her, to coax her into more, but I know if I did, I would never want to stop. So I sway with her instead, dancing to unheard music. She lets out a contented sigh and rests her head against my shoulder, and I wrap my arms around her waist, holding her close.

      “Do you trust me?” I ask softly.

      She looks up at me, and my heart clenches in my chest as she says without hesitation, “Yes.”

      My wings slowly unfurl behind me, my hold on her becoming more secure. When I begin to lift us off the ground, she presses fully to me, her arms tightening around my neck. I lift only a few feet off of the ground, stroking her back in a soothing fashion.

      “No higher than this. I promise.”

      I move with her, so slowly it’s almost imperceptible. Eventually she begins to relax, trusting me to hold her up.

      “You really know how to sweep a girl off her feet,” she says, burying her head against my shoulder, the corners of her mouth pulling into a smile.

      I start to say something, but she lifts her head and I can see clear desire in her eyes. Her arms loop more firmly around my neck and she pulls herself up to kiss me, the taste of the wine on her lips. I know the drink has made her bolder than she would otherwise be, but the warmth and sweetness of her mouth makes it hard to care.

      I respond with eagerness, hunger, and she answers in kind. Her mouth opens to me and I slide my tongue inside, meeting hers, the sensation only fanning the flames that have burned within me for so long.

      My mate is far from timid, her hands moving down to my shoulders and her nails digging into my skin as she finds purchase. I feel the silken fabric of her dress against my leg as she lifts her own, and I move my hand to oblige, gripping her thigh through the fabric. She lets out a soft, needy moan as her body presses flush with mine, and suddenly the idea of seeing her dress flung over the staircase does not seem so far out of reach.

      But as I have that thought, I am reminded of the wine, the glow of it in her cheeks, the boldness she has expressed since the meal ended. This may be what she truly wants, and I have no desire to deny her, but I cannot continue in good conscience.

      A growl rumbles in my throat and I pull back from her, my wings fanning out behind me as I lower us both to the ground.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, blinking as she looks up at me. After several moments, she glances down, to where her leg is hooked over my hip, and flushes a deeper red. “Oh. God. This is why I don’t drink.” She slides off of me, out of my embrace, and I let her go, ignoring the ache of her absence. “I’m sorry. I’m… I’m really not trying to be a tease. This is all just…”

      I reach for her again, but this time just to press two fingers beneath her chin, tilting her up to look at me. “I know. When you are ready, there is nothing in this realm or any other that will stop me from knowing every inch of you. But until then…” A grin hooks at the corner of my lips. “I will imagine that dress hanging precariously over the edge of Daevos.”
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      It shouldn’t surprise me that he wants me. He’s wanted me from the moment we met. But something about seeing him so aroused, and the comment about the dress, makes me blush so hard. I’ve been on dates before, but not ones like this. I don’t think I’ve ever met somebody who looks at me the way Aramon does, and it’s overwhelming.

      I take a step back from his comment, try to regain some measure of control over things while staying far, far away from the wine. I ask him about other worlds he’s seen and the places he’s been. Surprisingly, he has been to quite a few of the realms, as he calls them, and invites me to look at some of the books he brought back for Tulivan after his funeral tomorrow. For a moment, it doesn’t occur to me that he wants me and the women to attend, but when it does I’m so touched that I can’t do more than just nod at him.

      We linger in the cave for several hours, talking about ourselves, until Aramon catches me yawning. “I have bored my mate,” he teases with a grin. “She has already heard too much about me.”

      “Oh, no,” I start to explain, “I…” I realize with a soft laugh at myself that he was kidding. “I am so tired, sorry. It’s been a long day. This,” I glance fondly around the cave, my eyes settling on him, “was amazing.”

      He grins at me, very pleased. “We will do it again,” he promises, getting to his feet and offering me a hand.

      As soon as he offers, my heart soars.

      We duck back under the waterfall, laughter echoing as I shriek at the sudden cold, and he guides me through the glittering expanse of Daevos. With that pale light from the glitter, it’s almost like being out on a moonlit night, looking around at all the stars. I’ve always wanted to be out here with someone, but I never imagined it like this.

      He leads me back to the girls’ dwelling, stopping at the doorway to touch my face with his hand. “Did you enjoy yourself?” he asks, a soft smile on his face.

      I nod, suddenly finding my throat a little dry. “Y-yes, it was...definitely the best date I’ve ever been on.”

      His whole face lights up at this. “I am glad.” His hand slides down my neck, over my shoulder, and settles at my waist, pulling me in to him. With his other hand, he gently raises my chin, and gives me the sweetest, tenderest kiss I can imagine. My knees start to shake, forcing me to clutch at his shoulders to keep my balance.

      After a moment, he pulls back, brushing my hair from my eyes. “I will see you tomorrow,” he promises, and I immediately feel the loss of warmth as he steps away from me.

      “Sure,” I say, my voice as shaky as my knees. “Good night, Aramon.”

      When I step inside, the girls are asleep, and I’m able to take a seat on one of the cushions and try to catch my breath. The more I learn about this place, these people, and him, the more I like being here. Even though I know I don’t belong on Daevos--that I don’t belong with Aramon--everything in me seems willing to believe otherwise.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next evening, after the sun drifts below the waterfalls, Aramon arrives to take me to the site of Tulivan’s funeral. The expression he wears is somber, displaying the deep emotion he felt towards the old curator. Even though I knew him only briefly, the sorrow and guilt I feel takes hold of me, and tears are in my eyes when Aramon caresses my face. “We must fly,” he says, his voice apologetic. “Will you be all right?”

      I nod, drawing my lip in and biting it for a moment. “Yes. I trust you.”

      He gives me the smallest smile, gathering me close to him as his hands settle firmly around my waist. He waits for me to lock my arms around his neck, touching his forehead gently to mine, before his great wings unfurl and he lifts us effortlessly into the air.

      Fading golden light dances across my vision, and I follow it to the pearly pink and purple clouds low in the horizon. It’s so beautiful that I gasp, completely forgetting that I’m flying without any kind of parachute. Aramon follows my gaze and chuckles. “It is lovely,” he notes, “but the best view is straight down.”

      I turn to him, fear in my eyes, and he gives me a smile. “I will not let you fall,” he says firmly.

      My voice shakes as I reply, “I hope not.” I did say that I trusted him, and when I look into his eyes I can tell whatever he wants me to see must be special for it to mean so much to him. Steeling myself, hardly daring to breathe, I peer downwards past his arm.

      The first clear thought I have is, he’s absolutely right.

      At night, from above, the glittering stone of Daevos looks like thousands of tiny stars, twinkling and pulsating below us. The last rays of the sun slice through the waterfall, fracturing into tiny rainbows that dance and glow along the edges of the city. It’s so beautifully mysterious and untamed that my grip loosens from his neck, my fear abandoning me in favor of unparalleled wonder that something so amazing can even exist. If flying was always like this, I could see myself liking it more.

      Aramon tightens his grip on my waist, chuckling. “I will gladly show you again, my mate. As many times as you like.” He banks, heading for a gap that’s rather precariously situated between the stones at the very top of Daevos. Jagged rock juts upwards, forming many craggy platforms along the sides of this yawning valley. The glittering of the stone is more concentrated here, splintered into thick, branching veins that seem to reach out away from the city.

      At the very end, where vast nothingness stretches outward into oblivion, there’s a small skiff moored. Aramon flies towards it, over the heads of the assembled Daevosi--the Matrons, the venerable elders, the young warriors who follow his command. They all glance up at me, some with an open distrust that claws my chest open. The feeling deepens when Aramon lands on a tall outcropping of rock that overlooks both his people and the skiff, and I see it more clearly.

      Tulivan is lying on a pyre, and my stomach heaves when I see his reattached horn, remembering the sharp, ugly crack as the Anjari broke it off. He wears dark robes, spun through with finely silvered thread that catches the dancing lights of the rocks around us, illuminating the many different-colored ribbons and medallions he seems to be wearing pinned to his robes. Tulivan was a much respected and decorated member of the Daevosi, and he is dead because of me.

      Tears spring to my eyes as I hang my head, the onyx beneath my feet sparkling. I’m alive thanks to Tulivan, and all I can think is that this old man was so much more important than I’ll ever be. He spent his long life doing something, and I don’t even know what it feels like to believe in something so much I would dedicate myself to it completely. I’ve never known what to do or where I belong, and someone who did know that thought my life was worth his.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Aramon step forward, and what murmuring there is amongst the Daevosi falls silent as their Warlord commands their attention. Raising my head, I see the sadness and pain in the eyes of those gathered, forcing me to face the fact that I don’t really belong here. I only knew Tulivan for a couple of hours.

      And I’m the reason he died.

      A sob escapes my throat, and Aramon turns. His golden eyes linger on mine, a softness and sweetness in them, and he holds a hand out to me. I take it without hesitation, focusing on its warmth, and he draws me forward to stand with him.

      “We gather this evening,” he begins, his clear, strong voice carrying and echoing into the rocks, which give an ethereal magnificence to his words, “to honor Tulivan, son of Darivan, so that he may enter the great realm of Straos.” He pauses, letting the resonance of his words fade away, and gives my hand a squeeze as he continues. “Tulivan spent his life in the service of the Daevosi Warlords, first as a herald under my grandfather in the last of the Anjari wars.”

      There’s a hint of irony in his tone, but he presses onward. “When his wing was injured and he could no longer fly as swiftly, my grandfather asked him to serve as advisor and curator to the Warlord. Tulivan traveled to many outposts and regions to study their texts, returning here to impart and preserve what he learned. He held this post for my grandfather and my father, and served me with utmost distinction.”

      Aramon studies his people, and I look out over them as well. The Matrons are openly weeping while the jaws of the elders tense, stoically regarding Aramon. The warriors seem ill at ease, uncertain as to why one of the oldest men is dead, and still upset over the loss. “If any would like to speak on Tulivan’s behalf,” Aramon continues, his gaze sweeping out over the Daevosi, “stand and be recognized.”

      Several of the older men, and a few of the women, take their turns speaking about Tulivan. Most of them recall his kindness, his great wit, and his vast intelligence. A few of them speak about his pride in Daevos’ library, how much he labored over completing the collection. One Matron tearfully recalls how much Tulivan loved his mate, who was killed by an Anjari years ago.

      This tears my heart open, forcing me to turn into Aramon’s shoulder and hide my face from the Daevosi. I can’t stop the guilt from welling up in me, taking over every inch of my body until I can’t feel anything else. Knowing Tulivan lost his own mate to an Anjari and felt compelled to protect me, Aramon’s chosen mate, is too much. Hot tears trickle down my face as I feel Aramon loop an arm around me.

      “Tulivan was one of my most trusted advisors, and a great Daevosi,” Aramon says, his throat tight as he speaks. “He assisted me in beginning to speak to my mate, and Tulivan…”

      That sudden hesitation in his voice forces me to look up, to see what’s stopped him. Aramon looks down at me, his free hand touching my face lightly, and I see such conflict there. It’s not until he turns back to the assembled Daevosi that I realize what he’s going to say, my face going pale.

      “Tulivan died protecting my mate,” Aramon finishes, looking down at me again. “For this, I have given him our highest honors, with my unending gratitude.”

      A heated murmur travels through the crowd, but the necklace can’t seem to focus on the words being said. I see the looks, though. Those angry, mistrustful looks. Aramon hasn’t said what may have happened, but they all know I’m the cause of it. Right now, I don’t even blame them.

      Aramon gently disentangles from me, accepting a bow and arrow from Talran. At his nod, the skiff is set adrift, the threads in his robe catching the fading light as it drifts further into the darkness. I lose sight of it, but when I look at Aramon, he seems to know exactly where it is, his sorrow-filled eyes tracking its path. With another nod, the arrow he has nocked is lit, the orange flame dancing along the edge.

      He fires the arrow in a perfect arc, burying that orange flame at the very edge of the pyre. The flame races along the wood, encircling Tulivan’s body in fire, and we all watch silently as the entire skiff becomes a burning beacon in the distance.

      “Live as though there is no tomorrow,” Aramon intones, his arm finding my waist and holding me close.

      “Die with no regrets,” the voices behind us answer.

      I close my eyes against the sudden sharpness of pain, my body beginning to shake. I’m not sure how much longer I can keep control of myself, but Aramon already knows that. I can see that concerned expression when he touches my chin, guiding me to him. “I see my uncle would like to have words with me,” he murmurs, inclining his head to the side. When I glance that way, I see the older Daevosi from the docks, frowning deeply at us.

      “He looks a little mad, yeah.” My voice breaks a little, and I swallow hard. “I...should be okay here. As long as I don’t get too close to the edge.”

      Aramon smiles. “No need. The women are over by the Matrons. I will leave you with them and come back for you, where you will be safe on the ground.” His eyes turn mischievous. “Provided you do not wander out of the valley.”

      “I don’t think I can promise that,” I tease back lightly. “Maybe I’d like to try flying.”

      He grins. “In daylight, my mate, I will fly you anywhere your heart would like to go.” He scoops me up and rushes over towards Gwen and the girls with an entirely unnecessary burst of speed, then kisses me quickly before rushing off again. I laugh softly at his antics, but the smile dies on my lips when I turn and find four pairs of amused eyes staring at me.

      “What?” I ask, my face reddening.

      Liz raises an eyebrow. “You didn’t tell us that he died trying to save you. Save you from what?”

      “Jesus,” I mutter, reaching up to pull off the necklace. If I’m going to tell this story, I don’t want to make it worse by having someone overhear me do it. “Look, I...I stole one of their ships, and I tried to escape. I got attacked by some giant lightning eels and Aramon came to get me. He was pretty mad at me, but he couldn’t understand me, so he called Tulivan in. Then he asked Tulivan to go away and one of the Anjari came in. He stabbed Aramon and he was about to take me away, except Tulivan distracted him long enough that Aramon was able to take him prisoner.”

      I hold up the necklace. “That’s where this came from. The Anjari was wearing it.”

      Ixisa snorts, her green skin shimmering in the light from the glittering veins. “It sounds as though that Anjari was careless to be caught. They are not all like that, in my experience.”

      Brianna’s eyes widen. “Girl. Why were you trying to escape? What is wrong with you?”

      “What do you mean, what’s wrong with me?” I retort, my anger starting to rise. “We don’t belong here, remember? This isn’t where we live.”

      Liz and Brianna share a glance before looking at Gwen, who’s been uncharacteristically silent. “It’s...pretty much better than Earth in every way,” Liz says, as though she’s not sure why she has to explain this. “And that guy really likes you. He’s hot.”

      “He is hot, Allie,” Gwen says, her voice soft. “I mean, I get why you’d want to go. This is pretty weird and all, but…” She glances back at the other girls, “I don’t know. I’d go too, if I had a choice.” Gwen’s gaze sweeps over the Daevosi before settling back on me. “You seem different though. Like you’re starting to enjoy it here.”

      “Because Aramon is hot,” Liz points out, grinning.

      Gwen nods her head over my shoulder. “And he’s probably not going to stop,” she says with a grin, as all of the girls back away from me.

      My brow furrows, unsure of what she means by that, when strong hands grip me and pull me upwards. I gasp, my heart racing, and look up into Aramon’s smirking face as he adjusts his hold on me. “You jerk,” I say with a breathless laugh, trying to frown at him and failing. There’s a rush of wind as he clears the valley, swooping back down into Daevos.

      He tilts his head at me, puzzled, and then his face lights up. Leaning down, close to my ear, he speaks something in Daevosi and nuzzles along my neck.

      “Oh.” I can feel heat rising in my cheeks. I don’t need the necklace to tell me that he just flirted with me, but the effect is the same. I fasten the necklace back on, and grin at him. “Sorry, what did you say?”

      He laughs. “I should not repeat it,” he teases. “I have just acclimated you to flying normally. It will be some time before you are ready for that.”

      I blink, another blush on my cheeks. “Do you, um...do that in the air as well?” Surprisingly, I’m not as against that as I thought I might be. The idea of being held by him, taken by him, his strong arms being the only thing holding me up...it produces a far, far deeper blush than it has any right to, and I can feel the wetness in my panties.

      Jesus. The girls are right, and he is hot, but this is...a lot. When he looks down at me like he is now, I want to forget that I don’t belong here. I want to forget about everything, except exploring the way he makes me feel.

      He senses that too, because he tightens his hold on me and captures my lips with his.

      The wind rushes by us as we kiss, my tongue sliding into his mouth, and it’s impossible to be aware of anything else. All I can feel is that hint of his teeth against my lip, the slight sucking on my tongue as he takes it deeper, his nails curling into my hip. It’s hard and fast, every bit of it heat, and the vertigo I feel as he slows to a stop in our garden has nothing to do with flying, and everything to do with him.

      Aramon holds me steady as I look up at him, the fire in his eyes well-illuminated by the glittering onyx. “We do most things in the air,” he rumbles, his fingers tracing up my arm and along my collarbone. “When we can no longer fly, part of us is simply gone.”

      His words throw cold water on me, managing to bring me down enough that I’m able to step away from Aramon, looking towards the fountain. The woman wishing for her mate, her arms outstretched. “Did that happen to Tulivan?” I ask quietly. “You said his wing was injured, but he could still fly, right?”

      “He could,” Aramon says carefully, making no move to come towards me. “Not with any speed or agility, so he was unable to continue as a warrior.” His tone gentles. “Are you all right?”

      I shake my head. “I can’t let go of the feeling that he died for me,” I say softly, unable to face him. “I could see it, in everyone’s faces. That Tulivan died protecting some weak little human who can’t fly.” I turn to face Aramon, the tears in my eyes again. “I don’t even know who I am or what’s important to me, and he thought that was worth saving.”

      “Allie.” Aramon crosses the small distance between us, his hands cradling my face. “To a fallen warrior like Tulivan, there is no greater honor than laying your life down for another. Particularly a Warlord and his Queen.” He brushes away the tears with his thumbs, giving me a gentle smile. “He died as he would have wanted, in battle, saving another. None of us could ask for a more noble end.”

      Something in his eyes hardens, the set of his mouth a little grimmer. “The Anjari have no honor,” he continues, his voice as dark as the night around us. “They are cowards who fight only the battles they know they can win, against the very young and the old. The assassin could not have bested me in a fair fight, so he chose to hurt me instead--by stabbing me in the back, by threatening you, and by dishonoring Tulivan. Tulivan did not suppose he could win that fight, Allie.” His fingers thread into my hair. “But he knew he could distract the Anjari and save you.”

      “They killed his wife,” I say, remembering. A cold chill sends shivers down my spine, and Aramon immediately enfolds me in his wings. “He didn’t want that to happen to you.”

      “No.” In the embrace of his wings, Aramon smiles softly at me. “He made his choice, Allie. A Daevosi that can choose an honorable death is the luckiest among us. It is a great honor to die in service.”

      It doesn’t completely make me feel better, but I feel less of the guilt eating away at me. He still shouldn’t have had to die for me, but it’s not really my fault. “What will you do now?” I ask quietly. “About the prisoner?”

      Aramon sighs, his head resting on top of mine. “There is a Council meeting in the morning,” he answers. “This is what my uncle wished to discuss. He was not pleased that I was perhaps too truthful in revealing how Tulivan was killed.” He pulls back enough to look down at me. “I plan to question our prisoner tomorrow at this meeting. Will you come with me? I have already explained to him that you can understand us now and speak our tongue.”

      “Even with the necklace, I’m...not sure I belong there,” I stammer. “Aren’t there rules against that?”

      “If you decide to stay with me, it will be as my Queen, eventually,” he explains. “You belong wherever I am.”

      I think about it for a long moment. Even if I don’t stay, I still want to see this prisoner. I want to look at him and see why he’s come here, why he wants me back so badly. I want the chance to tell him off for kidnapping me and bringing me here.

      And most importantly, I want to know how to get home.

      Even as I think it, I feel a sharp, painful tug on my heart that has me looking up. As much as I might want to leave, I’m not sure I could do without seeing Aramon again. The idea of leaving him is at war with the idea of going, and I’m unable to separate out which one I need more.

      “All right,” I answer. “I’ll go.”
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      The Council is already assembled by the time I lead Allie to them. She allows me to fly her again, recognizing the gravity of this meeting, and I take us to the landing. As soon as I let go of her, I can feel my unease grow. It is rare that my uncle loses his temper, but the look in his eyes tells me everything I needed to know about how this meeting is going to go.

      I had not expected the anger to seep into the very beginning stages of it, though.

      “She is not allowed here,” Zoldrun says, his lips pulled back in a snarl.

      I have no tolerance for this behavior today. I do not grab his horns—yet—but I do step close and glower down at him. “She is your Queen, and you will show her the respect she is due.”

      “I really don’t want to intrude—” Allie starts to say.

      To my surprise, Urzoth interrupts. “The Warlord is right. She should hear this, too.”

      Zoldrun draws in a sharp breath through his nose, then lets it out in a huff. “Well, since she is responsible for this attack and the resulting panic, yes, I suppose she should.”

      I had started to walk inside, my hand reaching back for Allie’s. At Zoldrun’s words, I whirl to face him again, my teeth bared like a wild animal. “Excuse me?”

      “Come inside, Aramon,” my uncle says in his calm voice. “You as well, Allie.”

      I leave my weapon on the table and unfasten my harness, trying to shake off the anger that burns too brightly within me. I could feel the attention shift to my mate as we laid Tulivan to rest. I know what many of them must think, and I would gladly confront every single one of them right now.

      But that is not helpful for the sake of diplomacy, and I know I must think rationally.

      “Should I be… removing something too?” Allie whispers.

      “Have you hidden weapons upon your person?” The question is asked playfully, but I realize there is merit to it.

      I will have to arm her once we are finished here.

      The other members of the Council are assembled, every one of them stern-faced. Only Urzoth looks as if he has any sympathy or understanding in him whatsoever.

      “We are here to discuss the matter of the Anjari making it past the barrier,” Uncle begins, his voice rich and commanding.

      “Enough with the formalities,” Zoldrun snaps. “The Anjari have made it through. There could still be Anjari in our city right now, waiting for the opportune time to strike. And it’s all because your mate left the city without following protocol.”

      “Others have left the city without re-enabling the barrier and no one has ever gotten in before,” I point out, my hand curling into a fist at my side.

      “Just because we’ve gotten lucky does not make it any less her fault!”

      “Zoldrun, calm down,” Igdris says, sounding exasperated. “It doesn’t matter how he got in. What matters is what we’re going to do to retaliate.”

      I know I should give in to my better sense and just ignore Zoldrun as he is clearly trying to bait me, but my temper is running especially high. Having to send Tulivan to Straos, knowing that I failed him, not Allie… it is grating on my nerves, rubbing them raw.

      “You will look for any excuse to disparage my Queen, won’t you?” I challenge. “Just because the mating ceremony has not happened yet does not mean you cannot be locked away for treason.”

      “He’s right, though.”

      Allie’s voice is quiet compared to the rising timbre of my own. It barely makes it to the stone walls of this chamber, yet I hear it. So do the others, as all eyes turn toward her.

      “There’s no one else who could have caused the breach, and he wouldn’t have come here if not for me,” she says, her tone firm. I open my mouth to disagree, yet she presses on. “But what’s important now is how we handle the situation to best protect the people of Daevos.”

      I can see the twitch in Zoldrun’s jaw. He wants to say something against this; against her. But even he cannot speak against the almost authoritative tone she uses.

      “And how do you suggest we do this, my Queen?” Urzoth asks.

      She seems to notice that she has earned the attention of everyone in the chamber. Her eyes flee from them and seek solace with me. I give her a nod and an encouraging smile, wishing I could make her believe she has every right to speak. But I know all too well that is not something one can be told.

      “We should evacuate everyone,” she says, letting out a shaky breath. “I know I don’t know the logistics and it’s probably not as simple as just telling everyone to leave, but if the Anjari can breach the barrier—regardless of how they did it—then the people aren’t safe here.”

      Pride washes over my like the brightest sunlight. I bask in it, beaming at Allie. And even though she is not looking at me directly, I can see her flush when she catches my intense regard from her periphery.

      “There is someplace we can take them,” Vazzak says, looking from Allie to me. “Do you remember Skyfall Grotto?”

      “I do,” I say, a fond smile touching my lips. “Father used to take us there sometimes.”

      “Is there enough room there?” Igdris asks.

      “It will be a tight fit,” Vazzak admits, “but the caverns will provide enough space to house everyone temporarily. At least until the guards can scour the city and repair the breach.”

      “Is it a place we can defend easily?” Urzoth asks.

      “Easier than here.” Zoldrun’s tone is still belligerent, but at least we’re in agreement this time.

      “Then it sounds as if it is our best chance,” Urzoth says. “All in favor?”

      There are “ayes” from Vazzak and all the other Council members. But consensus is not yet called, and we all turn to Allie. She looks around, her mouth working for a moment before she adds her own voice.

      “Aye.”

      I smile at her, more than pleased with the authority she has shown here. She is treating the Daevosi as her people—as they should be. And with the exception of Zoldrun, the Council respects her opinion.

      But there is more to settle here, and I can feel my pulse pump through my veins in anticipation. “We need to find out what the prisoner knows, before we proceed with the evacuation.”

      “I agree,” Uncle says, approaching the landing.

      He steps out and, with a shrill whistle, summons a guard. His voice is muffled as he gives them instructions to fetch the prisoner. When he returns, he addresses all of us.

      “We must discuss what is to be said. If we do not strategize, we will get nothing from him.”

      “We need to know who sent him,” Igdris says. “If there is someone pulling the strings, we need to prepare an assault sooner rather than later.”

      “I still want to know how he got in,” Zoldrun says, following it quickly with, “not to point fingers. Just to shore up our defenses for the future.”

      I nod, forcing my jaw to unclench. “I would agree with that.”

      “We need to know if there are any more in the city, as well. And any more coming,” Urzoth says. “Even if we are evacuating, we’ll need numbers for the guards to search.”

      “This will help in the short-term, but we must retaliate,” Igdris says grimly. “They have broken the farce of a truce they themselves proposed. War is inevitable.”

      As the words leave his mouth, I hear the beating of wings against sky. Allie tenses beside me, and I move to stand in front of her as the Anjari is brought in. He is chained, his wrists and ankles bound in special irons that counter any use of magic, just as Talran promised. He looks just as he did when I left him, and while I am glad my men have not taken this opportunity to attack an unarmed prisoner, some primal part of me wishes him to pay even more for what he did to my mate.

      “Bring him before the Council,” I command, and the two men holding him all but drag the Anjari before us.

      He stands proudly, chin lifted, a self-satisfied smirk on his face. I incline my head toward one of the guards and he jabs the Anjari in the back with the butt of his spear, forcing him to his knees. Though I am unwilling to cause undue harm to a man who cannot fight back, I have no issue with teaching this smug Anjari respect.

      “You are going to answer all of our questions,” I tell him. “If you cooperate, your death will be swift and merciful, which is far better than you deserve.”

      The Anjari laughs. “Do you think that is a compelling threat, arhok?” My jaw tenses, my teeth grinding together. I don’t know how he learned that word or how he knows to taunt me with it, but I must resist rising to his bait. “Your people value your precious honor above all else. Honor is meaningless if it holds you back from cleansing impurity.”

      A growl rolls through me, my hand clenching into a fist at my side. I start to say something, but my uncle intervenes.

      “Do not give him the satisfaction, Warlord. There are more important things to worry about right now.”

      He is right, and in hearing his words, I am able to calm myself. As my mind clears, I realize something curious about the way he voiced what has become the Anjari’s whole purpose for being. His words were not spoken in their typical, prideful manner. He is resigned, as if he is accepting his fate.

      As if he expects to die no matter what happens today.

      “Tell us how you got in, right now,” Zoldrun says, advancing on the Anjari.

      Urzoth is quick to stop him. “The Warlord will ask the questions.”

      The Anjari gives his bitter laugh again, though his eyes fix squarely on Allie. She has moved from behind me and stands at my side, her arms wrapped around her. I can feel her fear, her worry that she will be subjected to their abhorrent rituals again.

      “I had planned on slipping in while one of your incompetent scouting parties made the rounds,” he says, “but you made it even easier on me. I think perhaps you want to be with us. You know where you belong.”

      “Yeah, no thanks,” Allie says, but there is no bite to her words. When I glance at her, I see she has paled at the confirmation he’s given.

      “Are there any more of your rats here in the city?” I ask, pressing the interrogation forward so he does not linger on that mistake.

      But he is still looking at my mate, completely ignoring me. I reach for him, my fingers pressing hard into his jaw. He doesn’t even flinch as I wrench his head to face me. “Answer me.”

      “There are always rats, Warlord. The only difference is the color of their fur.” His gaze cuts to the other Council members, then back to Allie. “He will never return you to Earth, you know. He has no idea where the portal is or how to activate it. I, on the other hand...”

      I hear her sharp intake of breath, but it is immediately followed by, “You’re lying.”

      “Anjari have been crossing over to Earth for decades. How do you think we brought you here?”

      “This is not the question you were asked,” Igdris warns. “You will leave the Warlord’s mate be or I will deal with you myself.”

      I want to be as focused as the others, but my heart pounds as I realize one crucial thing: I could give Allie what she wants. If this Anjari is made to talk, I can find the portal and stake Daevosi claim over it. Then she would have free access to both realms, to come and go as she pleases.

      I look at her, at her eyes which have widened slightly at the Anjari’s words. There is a glimmer of hope in them that she hides away soon after, but I have seen it, and it is enough to tell me what I must do.

      “You will tell me where this portal is,” I command in a low voice, forcing his attention back to me.

      “Somewhere you will never find it,” the Anjari says with a sly smile I want to claw off of his face. “No matter how hard you look.”

      “Tell me,” I snarl, shaking him in one firm motion.

      “None of this matters,” Zoldrun says, his voice shrill in my ear. “Who sent you? Who decided to break the truce?”

      “Zoldrun--” I hear Urzoth warn.

      “If he won’t ask the questions that actually matter, then I will.”

      I ignore him, and the rest of the Council, knowing in the back of my mind they are right but unable to ask anything else. I need the answers to this, and I am certain I can get them from this prisoner. He is desperate. He believes the Anjari will kill him when he returns--I can hear it in everything he says, the subtle hints of a man who has nothing left to lose.

      I can grant him a death where he is not stricken down by those who deem him impure. But I must know.

      “Even if you did find it, you’ll never make it through. The portal doesn’t allow for your kind of filth,” he taunts. His lips curl into a cruel smile as he looks up at me, realization dawning in his too-bright eyes. “But you promised her you would, didn’t you?”

      A muscle twitches in my jaw. I do not bother to deny it.

      “What? Aramon, you did not discuss this with the Council--” Vazzak begins.

      “How does it feel, Warlord? To know you cannot adequately provide for your mate? To know you will never be able to give her what she wants most?”

      I want to dismiss his words as bluster, but somehow the Anjari have been pulling humans from Earth without the Daevosi ever knowing. We’ve never even suspected. The portal must be hidden, and if I cannot find it, then he is right. I cannot give Allie what she most desires.

      And if I cannot make him tell me, I will fail her completely.
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      Ever since I entered this chamber, it’s like something has taken over my body. I have strange power here, the likes of which I’ve never felt before. My opinion has been respected, my advice considered, and I am treated like I’m somebody important.

      But none of that compares to Aramon, who is actually asking the prisoner things about Earth and not any of the agreed-upon plans the other Council members made. For a moment, I can’t figure out why he’s doing it, and then it hits me.

      Aramon intends to keep his promise to me; to let me go back if that’s what will make me happiest.

      The Anjari knows how much this affects him, and I want so badly to intervene when he begins to taunt Aramon. The assassin continues to bait him, and while I do my best to not meet his gaze, I can’t ignore his words.

      “You’ll never find Earth,” he sneers, “and you will never be what she needs. She is an Anjari mate, and we will have her.”

      I gasp when his gaze turns to me, remembering all that Aramon told me as the Anjari assassin leers. I can feel that oil on my skin, see the blinding shaft of light illuminating the ritual chamber, as I watched the poor girl being stripped of everything that made her who she is in search of greater purity.

      With a snarl, Aramon advances on the prisoner, anger pulsating in his eyes. He’ll kill that assassin, I realize, and just as I stretch out a hand, his uncle’s voice rings throughout the chamber. “Aramon! We need him alive.”

      I heave a shuddering breath as Aramon stands down, still seething, his jaw a tight line. “You will mind your tongue around my Queen,” he grinds out, “or I will have your silver skin for a cape.”

      Aramon backs away, and I look around at the other Council members. The bloodthirsty one, Igdris, looks as though he wouldn’t mind killing the prisoner either. Vazzak looks irritated, his eyebrows drawn down near his eyes, as though wondering what’s come over his nephew. The level-headed Daevosi, Urzoth, appears to be considering everything. But it’s Zoldrun, the brash one, who seems on the verge of losing his temper.

      As soon as Vazzak orders the guards to take the prisoner away, Zoldrun sneers at Aramon. “I thought you spared that Anjari so we could question him for intelligence. I wouldn’t have allowed him to draw breath in my presence if I’d known you planned only to question him for your own selfish gains.”

      Aramon’s head snaps up and he rushes towards Zoldrun, getting directly in his face. “You will watch your tone, Zoldrun. I am still Warlord here, and you shall speak respectfully or not at all.”

      “Perhaps you shouldn’t be the Warlord,” Zoldrun grates out, tilting his chin defiantly. “You care more about a human than your own people.”

      Aramon’s gaze darts to me, and I read a helplessness in his eyes that I’ve never seen before. “Allie is--”

      “Your mate,” Zoldrun finishes flatly. “We all heard you. But this?” His hand shoots out, jabbing at the empty doorway that leads out onto the balcony. “We are under attack, and you waste time asking the prisoner questions about a realm that means nothing to our people beyond the chance of mates.” That same hand shoots back to Aramon, the palm striking his shoulder. “You are displaying weakness before an enemy, and you wish us to call you Warlord! Ha!”

      “Zoldrun,” Urzoth begins placatingly, “the Warlord--”

      Igdris snorts. “He has squandered a valuable opportunity. Now that the prisoner knows our Warlord to be emotional, he will exploit that. He will use the human against us.”

      I can feel the blood drain from my face at his words. Moments ago, I felt like an equal in this room. Now, I am simply the human who is causing more trouble than she’s worth.

      Aramon roars, the feral noise echoing in this chamber as he slowly and deliberately meets the eyes of every male. “You would all do the same,” he states, his voice clear and steady, “were it your mate. I do not blame you for what you do not know.” His gaze settles on Zoldrun, his eyes burning with a rage he’s kept banked around me. “I will forget that you questioned my leadership this time, Zoldrun, but should it ever happen again, I will have your wings.”

      Zoldrun steps forward in direct challenge to Aramon, opening his mouth, when Vazzak intercedes again. “That is enough,” he snaps. “You are acting as children, and this anger does not serve us. We must begin the evacuation, and adjourn the Council until we can refocus our attentions for the good of the Daevosi.”

      Aramon jerks his head in Vazzak’s direction, glaring at him with a hostility I can practically feel, before his face softens as he turns to me. “Let’s go, Allie.”

      Neither of us say much as we walk to the balcony, nor when he folds me into his arms and descends to the ground below. Clearing my throat softly, I say gently, “Aramon, I…”

      He turns to me, gripping my hand tight, and inclines his head down the path. I take the hint to keep silent, lacing my fingers through his, and allow him to lead me through the grounds until he pulls me into a quiet alcove at the base of one of the sentry towers. Aramon sighs, resting his back against the warm stone, and gives me a tired smile. “I am sorry, my mate. I did not wish to be overheard. Forgive me?”

      I nod, leaning against the wall next to him, but I bite my lip as I consider what to say. I’m not sure what to make of his behavior in the chamber, first with questioning the prisoner and then going against his entire Council. I mean, I think I know why he did it, but I can’t really let myself believe it. “Are you okay?” I finally ask, looking up at him. “You lost your temper.”

      “I feel as though I have failed my people,” he admits, my skin tingling as he takes my hand and raises it to his lips. I can feel the blush in my cheeks as his eyes find mine, and he gives me a small smile. “But I do not regret my actions, Allie. I made you a promise, that I would find a way to see you home if that is your wish. If I must draw information from the Anjari to see that promise fulfilled, I will do so.”

      Every nerve in my body feels like it’s on fire, suffusing me with warmth as he pulls me into his embrace, threading his fingers into my hair as I’m pressed against him. I’m finding it hard to catch my breath, to even manage a coherent thought, as he looks at me, his feelings for me so clear that I cannot deny them. Aramon loves me, so much that he would willingly let me go if it meant I was happier. He loves me so much he wouldn’t keep me here against my will.

      He would be willing to help me get home, just to see me smile.

      But what would there be to smile at? What do I even have back on Earth? I would miss my parents and my sister, sure, but they’ve had their own stuff going on for ages. I wasn’t happy in college, studying my ass off just to stay afloat and do something that someone else wanted for me. And I sure didn’t have someone who cared about me nearly as much as Aramon. Would it really be so bad to stay with him?

      I can’t answer that question, so I do the next best thing.

      Pressing myself harder against him, I nip playfully at his lips before crushing them with mine, opening immediately for the eager tongue that greets me. My hands drift over the planes of his chest, still free from his harness, my nails biting along the ridges of his torso. He groans low in his throat, pulling back with a question in his eyes, and a loosening of his arms around me.

      I shake my head, pressing against him again. “A...little more?” I ask, my cheeks scarlet with this request. I don’t even know how to ask for what I want, but I know I need it more than I’ve ever needed anything.

      Aramon grins at me, something in me puddling when I see the blazing depth of desire in his eyes. “As you like, my mate,” he replies, his voice husky. He bends down, sweeping an arm behind my knees, and draws me up against him so that he can keep kissing me as he takes to the skies.

      My heart pounds out of control in my chest as the wind streams past us, but I feel no fear. All I know is the exhilaration of Aramon’s strength as he defies gravity and nature itself to bring me to his rooms, not pausing until he has gently laid me down in the big bed.

      He follows, bracing himself over top of me, and claims my mouth once more. Pulling back enough to look at me, he feathers a touch along my cheek. “A little more, my mate requests,” Aramon says softly, as though pondering, but there’s a teasing heat underneath. “Let me taste you, Allie.”

      I nod, my breath coming in ragged gasps as my hands run distractedly over his chest. He’s solid muscle, as though carved from a rock, but there’s a surprising softness to his skin that makes me ache. I want to be pressed up against this body, to feel it cradle me and give me the sensation I crave. “Yes, please.”

      With a grin, Aramon captures my lips again, palpable hunger overwhelming all of my senses. I want more of this, his body on mine, and I arc into him as my nails find purchase against his broad, strong back. He pulls back with a soft chuckle, meandering along my jaw until his teeth sink softly into my neck.

      I gasp, the sound sharp and sudden, but he keeps going, painting his tongue along my shoulder while his free hand brushes along the outside curve of my breast. He’s so close to where I want him, but still not there. I reach out and take him by the wrist, settling his hand on my breast, and he obliges by brushing a thumb over my nipple with another bite along my shoulder.

      “You are so soft,” he rumbles, tilting his head to flick his tongue along my ear. “Is every part of you this soft?” His fingers trace along my collarbone, finding the strap of the dress again. He gently slides it off my shoulder, following this newfound expanse of skin with his lips and teeth before he circles back, pressing to the spot where my pulse is hammering.

      I know I’m lost now, craving more of this, wanting to be swept away. Nothing in the world matters to me more than the desire I see in his eyes when he pulls back to look at me, a sexy little smile on his face. I want more than this, more of him.

      I look directly at Aramon, my fingers curling in the ties that cinch the front of the dress, and I pull them loose, giving him a little smile. His answering grin shoots a bolt of lust straight through me, and his hands immediately take over, loosening the ties until he is able to push the dress from my shoulders down to my waist, and then down my legs until I kick it off the bed entirely. The panties quickly follow, and I am naked.

      Trembling under his intense gaze, I hold my breath as he looks at every inch of me, my skin flushing. When his eyes finally return to mine, he exhales with a soft breath that makes my heart hurt. “You are so beautiful, Allie.” His fingers caress along my neck as he leans down again, hungrily taking my lips.

      But he doesn’t stay there. My entire body seems to come alive as his lips turn southward, his tongue painting the narrow valley between my breasts, one hand reaching to tease and caress a nipple while his lips trail tantalizingly close to the other.

      My breath quickens and I can feel myself getting wetter under his attentions, my head tilting back against the pillows as I wait anxiously for what I know must be coming. Finally, with a soft pinch to one nipple, his mouth ensnares the other.

      The answering gasp from my lips tears out of me as he swirls his tongue around my hardening nipple, applying very gentle pressure with his teeth, and then sucking on it while he palms my other breast. I can hardly think straight at this point, lost in all these sensations. He seems to know exactly what I want, what I need, as my body writhes under him.

      Aramon switches his attentions to my other breast, taking that nipple into his mouth with a soft growl that reverberates across the sensitive skin. A moan escapes me, dragging between my lips, and when I look down my body at him, I can see the edges of a grin on his face. He has no thoughts for himself and his own needs, honoring his promise to me, and one of his hands skims down my stomach.

      I’m ready as it teases along my hip, over my thigh, turning inward to sample the warm skin of my inner thigh. But Aramon blissfully doesn’t stop, his hand sliding to cup and caress my cunt as my back arcs for him, a pleased yet impatient groan on my lips.

      He continues his agonizingly slow taste of my nipple as his fingers part my soft folds, skimming along the edges of my pussy lips and then dipping into my slickness. I can feel his sharp intake of breath when he sees how wet I am, his head lifting to smile at me as his fingers quest closer to my clit.

      That first caress makes me shiver, a soft moan escaping me, and he wastes no time in capitalizing on this. His fingers stroke over my throbbing bud, his eyes watching me as I clutch at the bed and pant. I meet his eyes, the darkened desire I see there pulling another moan from me.

      With a grin, Aramon travels down my body, stroking in slow patterns while his lips follow the path of his fingers over my stomach and my hip, ending with a teasing bite on my inner thigh that makes me gasp. My legs are shaking as he coaxes them apart, his warm breath on my folds, and more than anything I want him.

      He doesn’t make me wait, his tongue parting me easily. At the first brush of his tongue against me, I cry out, savoring the shivers that run rampant over my body. He circles my hole, teasing me with his closeness, but not giving me what I need. “Please,” I breathe, punctuating this with a gasp as his goatee tickles my folds.

      Aramon chuckles against me, but he obliges, plunging his tongue deep into my hole. Everything in me electrifies, my hips arcing off the bed until his hand settles lightly on my abdomen, keeping me in place. He darts in and out, fucking me so strongly that I know I can’t hold out much longer. I need him to finish me, to make me come until I see stars.

      My hands move downwards, sliding into his hair until they brush his horns. My fingers curl around them, marveling at the rough hardness there, but also gently tugging until he seems to know what I’m after. His tongue slides upwards, brushing against my sensitive clit, and he takes it into his mouth.

      A loud moan escapes me as he sucks, but it rises in pitch as he slides a finger into my wet cunt, pumping in and out in a complementary rhythm to his tongue. It feels so good and everything in me is on fire, pulsating wildly. I need him with a ferocity I’ve never felt before, wanting him so badly I can’t think straight, and I give myself over to the sensation he’s pulling out of me.

      Aramon doesn’t stop, pushing me onwards until all I’m aware of is his delicious mouth on my clit and the finger he’s fucking me with. Everything else in the world fades away until it’s just us, my body straining to the breaking point, and I come hard with a scream.

      It takes me several moments to come back to myself, my chest heaving, and in that time Aramon has come back to my side, folding me into his arms with a proud smile on his face. “You enjoyed that,” he murmurs, with a certainty that strikes me deep in my heart.

      Everything in me wants more than this. I want to be taken, to feel him deep inside of me. I want him to claim me, to tell everyone that I am his and he is mine.

      I look up at him, opening my mouth to speak, but the moment breaks when I hear the rustle of wings and Talran’s voice. “Warlord Aramon, orders from the Council.”

      My eyes widen, seeing how I’m completely naked, and I scramble under the rumpled covers, leaving my head on the pillows. If Talran sees my dress on the floor, he says nothing as he enters the room, pounding a closed fist to his chest. “What orders?” Aramon asks tersely, getting to his feet and buckling his harness.

      “They ask that we go to investigate the Skyfall Grotto and begin the evacuations.” Talran gives him a shrug. “I did not find it seemly to ask why they give orders to their Warlord.”

      Aramon grunts. “We had a disagreement over the prisoner. I will remind them of their place after we complete the evacuation.” He turns back to me, his expression softening, before turning back to Talran. “I will meet you and your men at the docks in a few minutes.”

      Talran gives him another salute, nodding to me with a small grin, and heads off, leaving us alone again.
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      In the span of a few heartbeats, my thoughts come crashing down. A moment ago, before Talran came in, I was ready to give up everything. Now that Aramon isn’t right next to me--not touching me--my head clears, and I’m left feeling conflicted.

      I have no regrets about what happened between us, but giving in to him and becoming his mate is something I’m not sure about. And yet, my body still wants it, more than anything.

      Aramon comes back to my side, sitting on the bed and taking my hands in his. When his expression changes, I know he sees the conflict in me. “I must begin the evacuation,” he says, an apologetic note in his voice as he brings my hands to his lips, kissing each in turn. “We have much to talk about, my mate, but it would be safer for you to remain on Daevos until I return for you.” Aramon drops my hand, lifting his to my cheek, threading his fingers into my hair. “But you are beautiful,” he continues in a deep, husky tone, “and I long to taste you again.”

      My stomach flutters at this, every sense in me riveting to him. “We’ll talk about it,” I stammer, blushing a little. I can’t resist kissing him, though, and I lean eagerly towards him to capture his lips. “I’ll tell the girls we’ll be leaving.”

      He gives me a nod and one lingering, heated gaze before he leaves, and the tension leaves my body as he takes flight from the balcony. I’m no longer sure of anything. I thought I wanted to go home, that I didn’t want to be here, and now...if he asked me, I think I would stay. The barriers I put up, the excuses I use, I can no longer tell if they’re hurting me or saving me.

      I gather my dress, putting it back on, and take the glittering stairs down to the ground level. Outside, there seems to be controlled chaos, the guards rushing here and there, but knowing the evacuation is ongoing, I think nothing of it. Instead, I drift through a garden or two before arriving back in the dwelling where the girls are staying.

      “There she is,” Brianna greets with a sly grin. “You are glowing, girl.”

      I blush deeply. “God, I am not.”

      Liz raises her eyebrows. “Then why is there a hickey on your neck?”

      Slapping a hand to it too quickly, which makes them laugh all the harder, I scowl at them. “Yeah, okay. Great. But I have something else to talk to you about.” I give them a minute to stop giggling, and then continue. “I went to the Council meeting. They took an Anjari prisoner and they were questioning him. The Anjari have been taking women from Earth for decades, and they have a hidden portal to it somewhere.”

      Gwen’s face looks conflicted as she processes this. “So we could...go back?”

      “If you wished, likely yes,” Ixisa interjects, “but surely he did not tell the Council where this portal is?.”

      I shake my head. “He didn’t, but they’ll figure it out. Right now, though, they’re going to evacuate Daevos. It’s not safe here if the Anjari know where it is.”

      “When?” Brianna asks, looking up excitedly. “Soon, I hope.”

      “Probably as soon as Aramon checks it out and makes sure it’s safe?” I shrug, looking at her sparkling eyes. “Why are you so excited?”

      “I just...really like it here,” she replies, gesturing around her. “It’s gorgeous. I can’t wait to learn the language.”

      “Me too,” Liz says, giving her a grin. “I mean, my God. Handsome dudes, flying boats. What’s not to like?”

      They continue to speak, but having said what I needed to, I realize I have some thinking to do. I slip back out of the room, heading to the small garden nearby, and sit down heavily on a bench.

      Honestly, I wish I could be more like Liz and Brianna. I wish I could be excited about this place. To some extent, I definitely am. I love the idea that they just keep making beautiful things and beautiful thoughts. I love how strange and musical their language sounds. I love how beautiful Daevos looks at night, how the stone seems to reflect the night sky, and I…

      “Allie?”

      I turn my head over my shoulder. “Hey, Gwen.”

      She comes closer, that same conflicted expression on her face. “I just came to...check on you. Make sure you’re okay.”

      I give her a little shrug. “Not really, but...feel free to sit if you want to.”

      “Wanna talk about it?” she asks, sitting on the opposite end of the bench from me. When I immediately start to blush, she laughs a little. “I get it,” she clarifies, “but hey. You’re my closest friend here. If you need a nonjudgmental ear, I’m your girl.”

      “I appreciate that,” I tell her sincerely, giving her a smile. “I just…” I gesture vaguely in the direction of Aramon’s room. “Aramon and I...well, he’s really, really good with his tongue.”

      Gwen gives me a little grin. “You had sex?”

      “Just oral,” I explain weakly, blushing. This is not something I ever expected to talk about, let alone with a near stranger, but Gwen is basically the closest friend I have here.

      She nods approvingly, her eyes sparkling. “So, you’re his mate now.”

      “I...don’t actually know,” I admit softly, sighing a little. “I don’t know what I want, Gwen. I think I want him, but I also...I want to go home. I don’t want to be here, and he’s…” I shrug, looking over at her. “He’s a demon, isn’t he?”

      “Kind of,” she agrees, “but Allie, you seem really happy here.”

      I bury my face in my hands for a moment, groaning. “Maybe? I don’t know.”

      Gwen reaches over, patting my shoulder. “Think about it,” she says gently. “What was the last thing you did on Earth that really made you happy?”

      My eyebrows furrow as I try to pull that out. Earth seems so far away now, so remote, that I have trouble even remembering what day it is or what I’d be doing. “I’m not sure,” I admit. “I think maybe it was the day I skipped my chem class to get some ice cream from the cafe and I stayed in bed to watch Netflix.”

      She smiles. “Yeah, those are always good days.” Raising an eyebrow, she continues, “And what about here?”

      My gut reaction, when she asks, is to say that I’ve spent my time here worried out of my mind, but in the same moment I realize that’s not true at all. In fact, it’s almost the exact opposite. There’s been some terror, like the Anjari ritual, being stranded in the lightning storm, fighting off the assassin, but the rest of it has been...magical. Even the first moment meeting Aramon, though I had no idea what he was even saying to me, I felt a pull towards him I couldn’t explain. That I still can’t explain, even now, but the longer I stay in his presence, the more I feel it.

      “C’mon,” she prompts gently. “If you don’t at least tell me you enjoyed getting eaten out, I’m gonna call you a liar.”

      I laugh, blushing a little. “It was...nice,” I admit, in a tone of voice that means I’m not saying how much I actually liked it, “but I don’t think it made me happiest. Those times were…” I purse my lips, shrugging. “It’s weird, but they were the times when I was doing the stuff I would normally not enjoy at all. When he flew me to the funeral, I looked down, and just...you can’t even imagine how gorgeous Daevos looked, with the sun streaming through the waterfalls and the stone sparkling. Aramon held me, and I knew he wouldn’t let me fall, and I could’ve just stayed up there.”

      I pause, gesturing. “And then in the Council meeting, I spoke up, and everyone just...listened. They treated me like I had something valuable to say, and Aramon was just…” I smile, remembering. “He was proud of me, but also had this look on his face, where I could practically see him saying ‘That’s my Queen’.”

      Gwen smiles at this, rearranging herself to sit cross-legged on this bench as she pushes her hair out of her face. “Allie, you seem to come to life when you talk about him,” she says, a serious look on her face. “You don’t talk about Earth the way you talk about him or this place.”

      She runs a hand through her hair, continuing. “I don’t know you very well, but if the happiest thing you can think of is binging on Netflix and ice cream, then...we’re probably a whole lot alike.” She grins at me, but there’s a sadness behind it that’s gone as soon as I notice it. “I don’t have anything left on Earth other than bad luck and bad memories, and I’m still not sure if I would stay here. Even if…”

      Her face grows more wistful, and when she seems to get lost in her own thoughts, I say gently, “Even if what, Gwen?”

      She shakes herself out of it, avoiding meeting my gaze for a moment. I’m not sure what to make of it, and I’m about to ask her when she hastily gets to her feet. “Nothing. But Allie, I just think that you should ask yourself what you want, and do that. I’m gonna,” she gestures back over her shoulder. “Head back and see what the others are doing. I’ll see you later.”

      “Bye,” I say as she turns away, “and thank you.”

      Gwen turns to give me a smile, disappearing back to the room, but the things she said stay in this space with me. There are things about Earth that I would miss. Even though I don’t get along well with my parents or my sister, I’d miss seeing them a little. I miss my things and my little dorm room. I even miss having a routine, just a little.

      But when I think about going back, leaving all of this behind...the thing that strikes me most is how much I’d think about being back on Daevos. I’d think about all of the gardens, the statues and mosaics. The beautiful fountains. The comforting twinkle of the stone, the way the light swells up in the middle of Daevos over the day and then disappears beyond the walls.

      And I would think about Aramon. I’d remember the way his face lit up when I appreciated the art around me, and that he immediately took me to the library to see if I could read up on how to do it, offered me any supplies I needed. I’d think of him smiling at me, up in the clouds, sharing in all of this beauty. I’d long for the way he looks at me, like I am the most important person in the world, and how his eyes are never very far from mine.

      I’m not sure about being his Queen. I have no business telling anybody else what to do at all. But being with him? My mind jumps back to Aramon, showing me how Daevosi can warm the stones. It isn’t something they can be told, and it isn’t something they can be shown. They just know.

      Instinct.

      As soon as I think it, I breathe deeply for the first time in what feels like forever. I’m not worried, and I’m not scared. I’m not frustrated by trying to keep up with my studying and I’m not consumed with figuring out my terrible finances. All of that is gone, because now that I know I want to be with Aramon, everything about who I am finally makes sense to me. I think I might be falling in love with him.

      “Allie! There you are.”

      I turn, and Ixisa is coming towards me, her almost feline-looking face pinched with worry. “Sorry, were you looking for me?” I ask, getting to my feet.

      “Everyone has been,” she says impatiently, taking my elbow. “The guards came, we are being evacuated now.”

      Ixisa begins to pull me away, and for about two steps I let her out of sheer surprise before jerking my arm away. “No, you go ahead. I need to find Aramon, and he’ll take care of me.” I start to move in the opposite direction, but her hand is on my elbow again, and gripping far more tightly than it needs to. “Hey, you’re hurting me.”

      Spinning me to face her, Ixisa’s face is now grimly determined. “I tried to do this the easy way,” she mutters, reaching behind herself. When her hand reappears, there’s a wicked knife in it.

      I can feel the blood drain from my face. “Ixisa, what--”

      “Don’t talk,” she orders, holding the knife near my ribs. “If you will not do as you are told, then you will be of service to the Anjari.”

      All of the joy I felt, all of the lightness in my heart, disintegrates as she forcibly leads me through the city. This can’t be happening. Why is she doing this? She was their prisoner, same as we were, and...why aren’t these guards doing anything? Everyone that I pass can see me. They know who I am, and they’re just doing nothing.

      Whatever is going on, I don’t like it, and a huge knot forms in my stomach. I have the feeling that something very terrible is going to happen.

      “Here’s the deal,” she hisses, leading me to the docks. “The Warlord will be here soon. You are to tell him that you wished to leave so badly that you freed the Anjari, and he will take you to the portal. If you do not,” the knife edges closer and I begin to shake, “you will never find Earth again. If he suspects you are lying to him, you will never go home. Are we clear?”

      I’m shaking so bad that I can’t even think clearly. I’m not sure what’s going on, why Ixisa would do this, and why the guards are ignoring me. But when she mentions I have to lie to Aramon, my heart shatters into a million pieces. I can’t crush him like that, telling him that I wanted to leave him. I never want to leave him again.

      Then I realize, I don’t have to.

      I don’t care if I see Earth again or not. All that matters to me is Aramon and, whatever is going on here, I’m not doing it. All I need is just a chance, to let him know something is wrong, and he’ll take care of the rest.

      Giving Ixisa a nod, I try to make my voice work. “Y-yes.”

      “Good.” She throws me towards the archway that leads into the docks. “Wait for him. He will find you.” Her eyes narrow to slits. “I will be watching you, so don’t try to escape.”

      Taking a deep breath, praying to whatever gods may be watching over Aramon, I step through the archway. The docks are eerily silent, devoid of their usual commotion, but at the far end of them I do catch movement and short, quick flashes of light.

      It’s Aramon, pounding against a barrier that he can’t get through.
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      The barrier is malfunctioning.

      That is the only logical reason I would not be able to make it through. Even when it is tuned to its max capacity, preventing everyone else from entering or exiting, the Warlord has always been able to get through. It is a security measure, something to ensure there is always some way for a Daevosi to make it into the city.

      It is possible such a thing happened during the breach, or—more likely—in response to the breach. Someone likely turned the panels to their highest setting thinking they were protecting the city, and in doing so overloaded the system. Normally it would be a simple matter to fix, but as I hover at the edge of the docks, calling out to two of my guards, I am met with no response.

      “What’s going on?”

      Talran flies up beside me, reaching out a hand to test the barrier as well. What is normally invisible to the naked eye shimmers, a low, thrumming pulse sounding through the immediate area before it blends into the sky again.

      “Something is wrong with the barrier. The guards can’t hear me,” I tell him. “Go comb the perimeter with a few of your men. Perhaps it is weaker in some areas.”

      He nods, calling for his warriors to join him in fanning out along the edges of the city. I remain at the most central point, waiting for more evacuees to arrive, and I am rewarded for my persistence when I see my mate. I start to call to her, then realize I must show her what is wrong, as she likely can’t hear me. Pounding on the barrier, the impact absorbing and rippling outward, I implore her to understand, knowing she can get help.

      But as she draws nearer, I see something strange in her eyes, and feel a chill creep up my spine as I realize what it is: Fear. Her beautiful green eyes, so recently dark with passion, are full of an icy-cold fear now that grips my heart and refuses to let go. She is pale. Shaking. As scared as she was when I first found her.

      And in an instant, I know something is very, very wrong.

      “Allie!” I yell, scraping my vocal cords raw as I attempt to reach her. “Can you hear me? What’s wrong?”

      My first thought is that the Anjari made it inside of the city, and the guards have locked everything down even beyond what I know to be possible. She is here, waiting for me. Making certain I am safe, wanting to be by my side. But that doesn’t explain why the guards at the docks don’t acknowledge my existence. Why they seem to be in a normal state of alert, not searching for Anjari assassins and soldiers.

      I search my mate’s eyes, hoping to find the answers there. There are tears in them, and she looks over her shoulder at something—or someone—I cannot see.

      When she turns back to me, she is resolute. And when she opens her mouth to speak, I can hear what she says as clearly as if there is no barrier between us at all. “It’s a trap, Aramon. You have to go.”

      The words are urgent, her tone pleading, but it’s impossible for me to understand. A trap? How could it possibly be a trap? If the Anjari are here, they—

      The thought stops dead inside of me as I see the green-skinned woman burst from behind the archway, holding a long, jagged knife that she points at my mate.

      “Don’t you dare touch her!” I roar, slamming my fists against the barrier. “I will kill you myself, do you understand? I don’t care who you are!”

      Rage fills me until it is spilling over, out of my control, but I am not the only one. Ixisa seems just as angered as she grabs for Allie, speaking words I cannot understand. My mate jerks away from her, and I let out another bellowing roar as she is nicked by the edge of that knife.

      “Guards! Seize that woman!”

      Again they do not respond, barely betraying the slightest twitch but for the barest upturn of one’s lips. They are looking at Ixisa, waiting. And when she gives them orders in broken Daevosi, they immediately listen, their wings unfurling as they speed toward Allie, roughly grabbing her.

      Helpless, soul-sundering anger burns through me like the unrelenting sun as they drag her off, hauling her into the skies. I slam my fists, my horns, my entire body into the barrier, to no avail. It does not budge, and I begin to understand that it is never going to. This is not a malfunction. It was made this way. Designed to keep me out.

      Allie’s screams of terror grow more and more distant as she is flown away from me, and only Ixisa remains. I am nearly blinded by rage as I look upon her, how casually she approaches the barrier, a smirk on her lips.

      “It’s nothing personal, Warlord. He just offered me a better deal than I was ever going to get here.”

      The words spoken are so detached, as though she is simply stating what must be. And as I look into her merciless eyes, understanding washes over me in such a swift tide that I nearly drown in it.

      One of my own has betrayed me. Taken my people. Taken my city. Taken my mate.

      And there is nothing I can do about it.
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