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 Chapter
One

 


He would not conquer her. She had practiced
hard and long for this moment, often sacrificing sleep and food to
make sure she was in top physical shape. She sat upon her horse and
waited in silence, her army with her. Her men had been trained
well. She was honored to be their queen. Today, they would not fail
her, nor would she fail them.

Across the valley, she saw King Blackheart
and his army who waited for the final battle. The breeze blew his
banner—a red flag with a black heart and two swords beneath it—in
silent warning. Not that she was afraid of him. True, he was a man
of fierce countenance and those who served him did so in dread, but
she wasn’t afraid of him.

Dawn broke over the horizon, the sunlight
giving an uncharacteristically red glow to the barren valley that
separated them. It would be a bloody day. There was no denying
that, but it would also be the day she and her army would defeat
him and his men, liberating those he had enslaved. This was the day
he would die.

Lifting her sword into the air, she shouted
the battle cry. At once, they raced toward each—

Sandy Davis stopped typing on her keyboard
and glanced at the phone. Did she dare answer it when she was
writing the final scene of her book? She glanced back at the
screen, the blinking cursor prompting her to continue. With a quick
look at the caller ID, she saw that Caitlyn was calling. She
sighed. If it’d been anyone else, she’d let it ring.

She picked up the phone. “Are you in
labor?”

“No, not yet, but Chris assures me I’m
close to it,” her friend replied from the other end. “I wanted to
know if you’d like to see a movie and get something to eat. You
know, have a girls’ night out before the baby is born?”

“Yeah, that sounds like fun. When do
you want to go?”

“Are you going into work
tonight?”

Sandy reached across her desk and checked her
work schedule. “Nope. I’m free. I don’t go back until Friday.”

“You mean to tell me that Jack is
making you work weekends?”

“I have no life,” Sandy replied,
putting the schedule back on the desk and leaning back in her
chair. “I don’t need weekends off.”

“You can’t keep talking that way,”
Caitlyn kindly admonished. “Just because things didn’t work out
with Mark, it doesn’t mean you should give up.”

“It’s not about Mark. Some women are
meant to be single for their whole lives. I’m fine with it. Really,
I am. I don’t need a man to be happy.”

“I know you don’t need a man to be
happy, but it sure is nice if one’s around.”

Sandy rolled her eyes. “Well, maybe if I had
some wonderful guy drop in from another planet so he could be my
life mate, that would be possible.”

“I can ask Chris if he’ll bring a
friend from Pandoran.”

“Pass.”

“Why? The guys on that planet
appreciate women better than the ones here on Earth do.”

“Because I refuse to be fixed up
again.” Straightening in her chair, she grabbed a rubber band and
pulled her blonde curly hair back into a ponytail. “I’m content
with things the way they are. In fact, I picked up a new
hobby.”

“Oh? What is it?”

She tried to determine whether or not she
should tell Caitlyn but realized if she couldn’t tell her best
friend, then there wasn’t anyone she could confide in. “Alright.
I’ll tell you, but you have to promise not to laugh.”

“I promise. What is it?”

“I am writing an epic fantasy
novel.”

“You’re writing? But I thought you
hated to write.”

“Yeah,” Sandy began, “that’s what I
thought, too, until I started to do it. After Mark dumped me to be
with Lexie at that party, I had a dream about another world where I
was supposed to fight this evil king who was bound to bring misery
and destruction to every place he conquered.”

After a moment of silence, Caitlyn asked,
“Does this evil king represent all males everywhere?”

“What? No. He was based on a dream. I
was getting ready for battle. You know how dreams work. Even though
it starts in the middle of a situation, you know the history that
led up to that point. So I pretty much had the story in mind before
I started writing it.”

“Yeah, but I think what happened with
Mark had something to do with the dream.”

She rolled her brown eyes and swirled in her
chair so she could look at her computer screen. If she’d known this
conversation was going to become a discussion about Mark, she
would’ve let her voice mail get the call. She was on such a great
writing streak, and it was tough as nails to get back into the
groove once her concentration was broken.

“I can ask Chris if he knows any single
men at work,” Caitlyn offered.

Sandy grimaced. “Will you stop it already?
I’m done with men.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll stop trying to fix
you up with someone.”

“Good. Look, I appreciate all you’ve
done. Really, I do. It’s just that I want to enjoy my quiet life as
a waitress and live adventures in my books. I’m having more fun
writing than I thought I would. I might even write another book
when I’m done with the one I’m working on.”

“At least you have something you
enjoy.”

Sandy didn’t know whether she was frustrated
or amused. Maybe she was a little of both. Caitlyn’s heart was in
the right place, but some women were meant to end up single and
Sandy was one of them. She’d finally come to terms with it. It
helped that she had something she could throw herself into. When
she was writing, she forgot everything. It was just her and the
story. Too bad it was just a story. How much fun would it be to
rule a kingdom and save everyone from the evil king?

“Sandy?” Caitlyn asked, breaking her
friend out of her thoughts.

Sandy turned her attention from the laptop
and focused on the conversation she was having with Caitlyn. “Oh,
yes. I’ll be over in about a half hour.”

“That’s fine, but it’s not what I
asked.”

“What did you ask?”

“I wanted to know what movie you’d like
to see.”

“Anything as long as it’s not a
romance. See you soon.”

After she hung up, she glanced at her
computer screen. She was so close to the end. This was the final
chapter, the one where she’d defeat King Blackheart. She sighed and
saved the document before she closed her word processing program.
Maybe she could finish it tonight.

Standing up from her desk in her one-bedroom
apartment, she stretched her arms. The story could wait. In the
meantime, she could think over the final battle scene. Maybe she
and Caitlyn could go to a movie with some fighting in it. She might
pick up some good ideas from it. Encouraged, she hurried to the
bathroom to fix her hair so she would look decent.

Unknown to her, the word processing program
opened up on its own and the cursor blinked where she’d left off.
Then it started to erase what she’d been writing.

 


***

 


Sandy watched in a mixture of horror and
fascination as Caitlyn wolfed down another piece of chocolate cake.
Though Caitlyn was pregnant and hadn’t seemed to gain any weight
anywhere but her stomach, Sandy couldn’t help but wonder where all
the calories were going. If she ate like that, she’d blow up like a
balloon.

“I know. It’s crazy,” Caitlyn admitted
as she reached for her milkshake and gulped it down. “But Chris
assures me that when there were women on his planet, they went
through this while they were pregnant. Something about chocolate
helps the baby develop.”

“Well, since you’re only seven months
pregnant and ready to give birth to what looks like a ten pounder,
I’ll take your word for it.”

Her friend shook her head and set the
milkshake on the table. “No, not ten pounds. She’ll be seven. Chris
assured me that every baby is seven pounds.”

“But the baby has a mother who’s from
Earth. She could be heavier.”

“Maybe.” Caitlyn motioned to the
uneaten chocolate silk pie on Sandy’s plate. “Are you going to eat
that?”

“Help yourself.” She pushed the plate
toward her friend. “Watching you eat yourself into oblivion has
reminded me of why I need to practice portion control.”

Though she rolled her eyes, she grabbed her
fork and dug into the pie.

“Is Lexie eating like this since she’s
pregnant with Mark’s baby?”

Caitlyn nodded. “Yeah. She didn’t believe me
when I told her that her appetite would get out of whack.” With a
giggle, she added, “She tried so hard to fight it at first. It was
hilarious.”

“If you say so…” Sandy couldn’t imagine
how anyone could be hungry enough to eat as much as Caitlyn, but
Caitlyn could wipe out an entire buffet table at a restaurant if
given the chance. Folding her napkin and placing it on her empty
plate, she asked, “Did you and Chris pick out a name for your
daughter?”

“We finally did. Her name will be
Madison.”

“That’s a good one, though it’s a shame
Sandy never made it.”

“We’re giving her Sandy for a middle
name. Don’t despair. Your godchild will have your name in
there.”

Pleased, Sandy smiled.

The server approached their table. “Will
there be anything else for you this evening?”

Sandy glanced at Caitlyn who shook her head.
“I’m finally full,” Caitlyn told him.

He placed the bill on their table. “I’ll be
your cashier when you’re ready.”

As he walked away, Sandy giggled. “You missed
how big his eyes got when you gave your order.”

Sighing, she picked up the bill then pulled
out her debit card. “His eyes weren’t that big.”

“Are you kidding? I thought they were
going to fall out of his head.”

“You exaggerate. Anyway, I’m going to
pay.”

“Usually, I’d say no, but since
everyone was watching us because of the mountain of food you ate,
I’ll take you up on it,” Sandy teased.

Caitlyn laughed and placed her card and the
bill on the table. “It’s nice to know you haven’t lost your sense
of humor without me around to liven things up at the diner.”

“Jack’s funny enough to make up for
your absence.”

“Does he miss me?”

“He asks if you’re driving your poor
husband crazy yet.”

Caitlyn laughed. “Given all his faults, he
was a good employer.”

“Yeah, he’s not so bad.”

The server collected the bill and card before
he left.

“Thanks for paying for my meal,” Sandy
said.

“Well, considering you only ordered two
things and I ordered a ton of things to eat, your part of the bill
is almost nothing.” She finished the milkshake. “So, tell me about
this book you’re writing.”

“I thought I already did.”

“Yeah, I know it’s based off a dream
you had, but what is it about?”

Sandy shrugged and folded a napkin. “A lot of
the plot is based off of it. Evil king attacks nearby kingdoms, he
comes after mine, and I beat his butt in the final battle.”

“Are you sure this evil king doesn’t
represent men in general?”

“Of course not. I’m not that shallow.”
Sandy threw the napkin at her friend who dodged it.

She giggled and tossed the napkin back at
her. “There’s some truth in it though, isn’t there?”

“You read too much into
things.”

“Then why isn’t the evil king an evil
queen?”

“If I had dreamt of an evil queen, I
would have written the story that way.”

“Sure.”

Sandy groaned. “I don’t care what you
believe. I have a brother and a father who I love very much. I
can’t be against men.”

“I’m not saying you’re against all men,
just ones that aren’t related to you.”

“Ugg! Can we drop this already?” Sandy
asked, unable to believe her friend was pressing the
issue.

“Alright. I’ll drop it.”

The server returned with the receipt and
card, so Caitlyn signed the receipt and wrote in the amount for the
tip before she slipped her card back into her purse.

Caitlyn looked at her and smiled. “This was
fun, wasn’t it? Hanging out and relaxing?”

“Kind of like when we were in high
school before you ditched me for my brother so I had to spend
senior year all alone,” Sandy replied, but she winked to show that
she was joking.

“You should have let me fix you up back
then.”

Letting out an exasperated sigh, she slid out
of the booth and held out her hand to help Caitlyn. “It’s time for
the mother-to-be to go home and harass her husband for a change.”
They left the restaurant, and Sandy chanced a look at the stars in
the cool night sky. As she opened the passenger door and hopped
into her seat, she said, “You have to admit it is kind of amazing
that a man from another planet came here to marry you.”

Caitlyn buckled her seatbelt and put her key
in the ignition. “Yeah, it is. Sometimes we talk about his home
world.”

“And?”

She started the car and backed out of the
parking spot. “It had a lot of technological advancements that made
life very comfortable, but he said there was no warmth on their
planet.”

“Warmth?”

She set the gear into drive and drove
forward. “I don’t know how to explain it except to say he
appreciates the soft and gentle nature of women.”

“Soft and gentle? He said that after
your mother interfered in your lives?”

Caitlyn giggled. “I know. I thought the same
thing, but you have to admit, she’s not so bad anymore. I’m not
sure what Mark did to her, but she’s been a lot easier to deal with
ever since.”

“At least something good came out of
Lexie’s elopement.”

After a couple minutes of silence, Caitlyn
asked, “What do you plan to do with your book once you finish
it?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t get that far. I
was just writing it to escape my boring life.”

“Ah ha! I knew it! You do need a
man.”

“Oh, stop it!” She resisted the urge to
laugh at her friend’s teasing tone. “But seriously, ever since you
quit working at the diner, my life has been boring. Shelia is nice
and the new girl is fine, but no one can get under Jack’s skin like
you did. You made things fun over there.”

Caitlyn shrugged but winked. “What can I say?
It was a gift.” She pulled up in front of Sandy’s apartment and
turned to her. “We’ll always be best friends.”

“Of course, we will.”

“Good, because if you ever publish that
book, I want to be on the dedication page.”

“You got it.” Sandy unbuckled her
seatbelt and opened her door. “Hey, you know I’m happy for you,
right?”

She smiled. “Yes, I know.”

On impulse, Sandy leaned forward and hugged
her friend. “If I ever publish the book, I’ll be sure to dedicate
it to you.”

“Thanks.”

Sandy pulled away from her and motioned to
her belly. “Be sure to let me know when she’s ready to be born. I
want to be there.”

“Will do.”

She got out of the minivan and waved to
Caitlyn as she drove off. With a contented sigh, she spun on her
heel and headed for her apartment. The fact that she was
thirty-four and living alone used to bother her. But it didn’t
anymore. She could do whatever she wanted, and there was no one
around to bother her. It really was a peaceful existence.

She entered her apartment and clicked on the
light. She locked the door, took off her shoes, and changed into
her pajamas. As she brushed her teeth, she walked by her computer
then glanced at the clock. It was late. She’d finish her story
tomorrow. She returned to the bathroom and rinsed her mouth.

Once she was in bed, she pulled the covers up
to her chin and got settled into a comfortable position. She closed
her eyes and soon drifted off to sleep.

The computer came back on.
The story came up on the screen. Everything but the first scene had
been deleted. The cursor blinked, and words began to appear on the
screen. Sandy woke with a
start. She expected to be in bed, but she wasn’t. She wasn’t even
in her apartment. She was in another world...


 


 


 


 Chapter
Two

 


Sandy woke with a start. She expected to be
in bed, but she wasn’t. She wasn’t even in her apartment. She was
in another world.

It was dark. Something was covering her head.
Her body was jostled from side to side, and it took her a good
moment to realize she was draped over a horse. But someone held her
in place so that she didn’t fall off. Her hands and feet were tied
together, and a cloth was wrapped around her mouth so she couldn’t
scream. What was happening to her? Where was she? Was this a
nightmare? She had no way of pinching herself to see if she was
dreaming. A part of her argued she had to be dreaming since she
remembered going to bed in her apartment. But could she be sure
this was a nightmare?

She shook her head in an attempt to get the
sack off, but the stupid thing was tied around her neck. She was
surprised she could even breathe normally through the thing. The
ties around her wrists were firmly in place but didn’t dig into her
skin. Any attempts to undo them were met in vain. The same was true
for the ties holding her feet together. Wiggling her body to get
off the horse was just as useless, especially since her captor put
his hand on her back to stop her.

With no other option available to her, she
stopped struggling for a way to escape and focused on the sounds
going on around her. There was more than one horse. There were
many, and if she guessed right, their hooves were pounding on a
dirt road. The captor and those with him didn’t say a word. An owl
hooted somewhere, followed by the screeching of something she
couldn’t identify.

Then she noticed the air around her was
significantly cooler than the fall Florida weather. So why wasn’t
she shivering? She should be in her pajamas, but she wasn’t. She
was fully clothed, and it seemed that she wore heavy clothing.
Wool, maybe? Furs? It was hard to tell.

What is going on here?

Since she couldn’t get away from whoever had
taken her from…her bed...or somewhere else, she decided to bide her
time until she reached her destination. She closed her eyes and
waited patiently.

By the time her captor and his men came to a
stop, her arms and legs were numb. She tried to move off the horse,
but she couldn’t. Not that she could do anything if she managed to
get off the steed anyway. She’d just end up lying in a heap on the
ground, and who knew if the horse would step on her?

“Where should I take her?” someone—a
man—asked as he came closer to her.

Though she couldn’t see who talked, she
opened her eyes and turned her head in the direction he spoke.

“I see our prisoner is awake,” he
said.

“She’s not a prisoner,” another man
spoke, and judging by the location of the voice, he was the one on
the horse with her. “I’ll carry her.”

She felt him slide off the steed, and before
she knew what was happening, she was pulled off the horse and into
his arms. As much as she wanted to get to her feet, he was too
strong. She guessed he was wearing armor of some kind. Had he
gotten back from battle? He didn’t smell like sweat, which was what
she would have expected if he’d been fighting. So what was she
doing here? How did he manage to get into her apartment and take
her away…on a horse…without her noticing?

A screeching sound startled her, so she
stiffened.

The man holding her chuckled. “No need to be
concerned. It’s just a door.”

A door? A door to where? She wanted to ask,
but with the cloth over her mouth, she couldn’t. The ominous sounds
of footsteps clanged against a hard floor. A floor made of stone,
perhaps? She didn’t understand this at all. For some reason,
everything seemed familiar, and yet, she’d never been anywhere like
this.

“To the dungeon?” a man who hurried
after her captor asked, his tone indicating that he was out of
breath.

“No. What do you take me for? A
barbarian?”

Her captor’s voice was deep and strong. He
had the voice of a warrior. That made sense considering his
armor.

“I’m sorry, your majesty,” the man told
her captor.

Majesty? As in a king? Her captor was a king?
She couldn’t believe this. It had to be a dream. She was having a
very realistic and elaborate dream. That was the only explanation
for it.

Her captor took her up some stairs, which
were made of stone if she judged right. Once he was at the top of
the stairs, he carried her down a corridor. The air was still a
little cool but not as much as earlier. She sighed. Why didn’t he
just take the sack off her head so she could at least see where she
was going?

By the time he opened a door, she was finally
getting feeling back into her hands and feet. He set her in a
sitting position, and judging from the way her body sank into the
chair, she guessed it was cushioned. Beside her was warmth, and the
sound of crackling wood notified her that she was sitting by a
fire.

Finally, the sack came off her head and the
cloth was removed from her mouth. She squinted for a moment as her
eyes adjusted to the firelight in the large room. “Where am I?” she
demanded, testing the rope around her wrists. Just her luck. The
rope was firm.

“You are in your bedchamber,” the man
behind her said.

She whirled around in the chair. He wore a
black helmet which covered most of his face. All she could see were
his blue eyes. The rest of him was covered from head to toe. He
wore black armor to match his helmet. He was an imposing figure, to
be sure, but there was also something strangely familiar in the way
he stared at her with those amazing baby blue eyes of his.

“This is your new castle,” he said as
he walked around her chair so that he was standing in front of
her.

She glanced at her bound wrists and ankles.
“If it’s my castle, then why was I abducted and bound?”

“Because you wouldn’t come here any
other way.”

After a moment of awkward silence, she asked,
“Where am I?”

“My kingdom.”

She waited for him to explain further, to
tell her exactly what kingdom he meant, but he didn’t speak.
Finally, she let out a long sigh. “Look, I’m probably dreaming, so
it doesn’t matter anyway, but are you going to tell me anything
else or is this one of those dreams where I end up having sex with
some stranger?” The men in those types of dreams didn’t usually say
much.

“I assure you, my queen, that you
aren’t dreaming.”

Queen? Her eyebrows furrowed as he went to
the candelabra by her bed.

He struck a match and lit the candles. “As
for sex, we won’t be having it unless a wedding takes place. We
can’t have sex until after our wedding so everyone will know the
child is my heir.”

“How cute,” she muttered. “Since I’m
not going to wake up any time soon, will you please untie me?” She
lifted her wrists and looked expectantly at him.

“Fine. I’ll do as you wish, but know
that if you try to run away, the guard outside your door will stop
you.”

“And to think you said I wasn’t a
prisoner.”

She sensed the mirth in his eyes as he took
the sword from his sheath and cut the ties around her wrists and
ankles. Relieved, she began to rub her wrists when she realized
they weren’t red from where she’d been bound.

“Magic rope,” he explained. “They bind
you but won’t chafe your skin.”

She rolled her eyes. “Sure.”

“You really don’t believe this is for
real, do you?”

Deciding not to justify his remark with an
answer, she asked, “Who are you and how did you get me out of my
bed and over here?”

“You know very well who I
am.”

She waited for him to continue, but he stood
in front of her, holding the rope in his hands and staring at her
as if that was all he needed to say. Closing her eyes to will aside
her irritation, she waited for a long moment before responding. “I
know you’re a king.”

“Yes.”

Again, she waited for him to explain, but
when he didn’t, she groaned. “Are you trying to give me a
headache?”

“No, but I’m surprised you even have to
ask. You know better than anyone else who I am.”

“Which is why you think you’re being
cute by not answering me.” She rolled her eyes. Just her luck. Of
all the men who could have abducted her, it had to be a smart
aleck. “I can’t wait until I wake up,” she muttered.

“You’re already awake. When you go to
sleep in that bed over there, you’ll wake up in this room. You
aren’t going back to the place you came from. You will stay here
and marry me, and together, we’ll unite kingdoms. That is, unless
you give into my demands. Then we can skip the marriage, and I’ll
return you to your home.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “What kind of
demands?”

“That’s for me to know and for you to
find out. I believe we’ve talked enough for tonight. You need your
rest.”

As he stepped around her, she stood up and
tried to grab his arm, but the armor passed through her hand as if
it was made of liquid. He clucked his tongue and turned back to
face her. “It’s a magic armor. You can’t catch me, sweetie.” With a
wink, he added, “At least, not yet.”

She gasped. “I don’t want you.”

“Not yet.” Before she could protest
because this man might just be the most conceited one she’d ever
met, he waved to someone standing in the doorway. “Come
in.”

She turned her attention to a young lady who
entered the room.

“Sandy, this is your lady’s maid,
Noel,” he continued. “She will make sure you have everything you
need.”

“Noel,” Sandy whispered, wondering why
the name sounded familiar.

As if he could read her mind, he said, “I’m
sure you’ll figure everything out soon enough. I’ll see you at the
banquet hall for breakfast in the morning.”

No, he wouldn’t because come morning, she’d
wake up in her bed back home and laugh this whole dream off. She
couldn’t wait to call Caitlyn and ask her what she thought of this
whole thing.

Noel approached her, her long hair seeming
almost midnight blue in the candlelight, though Sandy swore it had
to be a rich black color. When she made eye contact with her, Sandy
swore her eyes were purple. Her fair skin also seemed to have a
hint of blue in it, but that had to be an illusion. Sandy rubbed
her eyes. She was tired. Exhausted. It’d been a long day and now
this dream was manifesting all of that.

“My lady, I will braid your hair and
get you into your nightclothes,” Noel softly spoke, her voice
almost sounding like delicate wind chimes.

“I don’t think so,” Sandy replied. “I
haven’t had someone get me ready for bed since I was a child, and
I’m not about to start now. I’ll take care of everything
myself.”

Noel’s smile faltered. “But if you don’t let
me do this, I will have no use.”

“Sure you will. Do something around
this castle. It’s a big place. There has to be a ton of things you
can do.”

“There are many things to do, but I’ve
been assigned to you. If you don’t grant me the job of being your
lady’s maid, I won’t exist.”

Sandy waited for Noel to say she was joking,
but the young woman looked pale, as if she was afraid she’d be
banished if she failed to do her duty. “Are you saying the king
will behead you if you aren’t my lady’s maid?”

“No, my lady. Nothing like that. I only
mean that I won’t have a purpose. Without a purpose, I will
disappear.”

She thought to argue with her but then
decided it was pointless. This was just a dream. Nothing in dreams
had to make sense. Finally, she shrugged. “Okay. I guess it won’t
be too weird if you get me ready for bed.” She glanced at the open
door. “Is he still out there?” Was this one of those dreams where
the man watched her undress, get into bed, and then took advantage
of her?

“I’ll close the door at
once.”

As Noel did, Sandy went over to the vanity
table and took a good look at herself in the mirror. Though her
blonde hair fell over her shoulders in a disheveled manner, her
attention went to her clothes. Her coat was made of gray animal
fur, and when she removed her coat, she realized her black shirt
and pants were made of wool material that looked like something
that came out of the medieval time period.

After a long moment, she realized this was
how she had envisioned herself in the book she was writing. A
warrior queen. One who was ready to cross over into enemy territory
and spy out the land. The whole thing was so absurd that she burst
out laughing.

“Is there something wrong, my lady?”
Noel asked, approaching her.

“No, nothing’s wrong.” Sandy knew it
only confused Noel more, but she laughed harder. “Why wouldn’t I be
wearing these clothes instead of my pajamas? Nothing else in this
crazy dream makes sense. So why should this?”

Noel offered a hesitant nod but didn’t say
anything.

“Where’s my nightclothes?”

Noel turned to the large armoire and opened
it. “You can wear any of them that you want.”

Sandy went over to it and examined the wide
range of clothes, from morning dresses to evening dresses to
nightclothes and all the underwear she’d ever need. She fingered a
corset. “A corset? Really? I don’t recall mentioning one in my
book.” Like she’d put a torture device in her novel!

“This is the king’s castle. He had your
clothes brought in for you.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Sandy
replied, thinking a man would love the curves a corset would give
her.

“He sought out the best seamstresses in
all the land. It’s a great honor.”

Some honor. She got to be nothing more than a
doll to look pretty for him. That’d be the day! She’d never dress
up to be a man’s doll, dream or no dream. “I insist that the
seamstresses bring in pants and shirts. If I am going to be a
queen,” at least as long as this dream continued, “I’m going to
have things my way. He doesn’t own me. He won’t tell me what I can
or can’t do.”

Noel offered a hesitant nod. “Very well, my
lady.”

“Good. In the meantime, I’ll get ready
for bed.” And with any luck, when she woke up, this strange dream
would be over.


 


 


 


 Chapter
Three

 


Sandy rolled over in bed the next morning. In
her dreamlike state, she sighed in contentment and smiled. She
couldn’t remember the last time she had such a good night’s sleep.
The dream was still vivid in her mind. She could still see the
detail of the bedchamber in the castle, still feel the king’s black
armor that felt like liquid when she touched it, and still hear the
crackling of the fire in the fireplace that warmed the room.

It was the most realistic dream she’d ever
had, and it was one that had some promise in it. Maybe she could
write a story based on it. She’d make it another fantasy. Perhaps
King Blackheart from her current book could have a distant relative
who captured the queen to avenge King Blackheart’s death. It could
be the sequel to the book she was about to finish!

Excited, she bolted up in the bed, ready to
grab a notebook to jot everything from her dream down. But as she
threw the blankets off of her, she realized she wasn’t in her
apartment. She blinked and rubbed her eyes before venturing another
look around the room. It couldn’t be! This wasn’t possible. There
was no way she could still be asleep.

With a groan, she fell back on the bed and
brought the pillow over her head. What was going on? Sure, she’d
had dreams that spanned days—years even—in dream time, but the
lapse of time in this dream seemed different. Events were happening
at the same pace they did when she was awake. She threw the pillow
off her head and pinched herself. Well, that didn’t work. But why
would it? She didn’t really believe that nonsense about pinching
oneself to get out of a dream anyway.

She released a long breath and slipped her
pillow back under her head. If this was a dream, she might as well
keep sleeping. There was no reason to get up. She reached for the
blankets and pulled them up to her neck, getting as comfortable as
she could. Smiling, she snuggled into the sheets and closed her
eyes.

About ten minutes of bliss passed before a
soft voice called her name. Frowning, she opened her eyes and saw
that Noel was peering over her, a concerned expression on her face.
Sandy didn’t understand it. Why was she still dreaming?

“Are you feeling ill, my lady?” Noel
asked.

“No. At least I don’t
think so.” Sandy rolled on to her back and tried to figure out why
she couldn’t wake up. She’d never had a dream that she couldn’t
come out of by willing it. And was she ever willing it!
Wake up, Sandy. Come on. You can do
it. Wake up.

“My lady, should I get a
physician?”

Looking at Noel, she shook her head. “I don’t
need a physician. I need to wake up.” Reluctant, she sat up, her
shoulders slumped. “But I get it. I can’t so I might as well
continue on with this whole thing.” At the very least, it could
give her more ideas for her second book. “Okay. I’ll get up.”
Recalling the wardrobe given to her by her abductor, she added,
“But I’m wearing my own clothes until I get shirts and pants.”

“The gowns you have are beautiful, the
finest in all the lands,” Noel argued, following her as she plopped
down in front of her vanity and picked up a brush to work through
the tangles in her golden hair. “My lady, far be it from me to
overstep my bounds, but the material he acquired to make your
clothes aren’t easy to come by.”

Deciding not to answer
her, Sandy continued brushing her hair. She didn’t care how
expensive or elaborate the clothes were. The king had no right to
treat her like a doll to be dressed up to please him. He also had
no right to take her here—wherever here was—and insist that she
marry him at some point if she didn’t give into his demands. And
that bit about her giving him an heir… That was never going to
happen, no matter how much he wanted it. She slammed the brush on
the table.

Noel jerked away from her.

Sandy turned to her. “I’m sorry, Noel. I
didn’t realize you were right behind me.”

“I’m supposed to fix your hair, my
lady.”

As much as she wasn’t comfortable with anyone
catering to her this way, she realized it meant a lot to Noel that
she let her do it, so she handed her the brush. “Very well.”

“I’d like to help you dress for the day
first.”

“Where are my clothes that I came here
with?”

“My lady, will you please pick out
something from the armoire?”

“I might be stuck in this dream, but
while I’m here, I insist on being comfortable.”

“Wool isn’t very comfortable. You’ll be
better off with one of your dresses.”

“If this is my dream, then I want to
decide what to wear. That’s fair, isn’t it?” When she saw Noel
wince, she added, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I’ll
tell you what. I’ll tell the king that you insisted I wear the
clothes he got me but I refused. Okay?”

Noel looked as if she was ready to protest
but then nodded. “As you wish, my lady. I’ll help you into the
clothes you want to wear.”

It was on the tip of Sandy’s tongue to assure
the younger woman that she wasn’t as mean as she probably seemed,
but who knew if Noel would even believe her? And did it matter?
Noel was part of her dream, a mere figment of her imagination. With
a sigh, she let Noel help her into the clothes she had on the night
before. Noel spent a half hour brushing and decorating her hair,
something Sandy thought unnecessary since all she was going to do
was eat breakfast. Noel pulled back the sides of her hair and
pinned them back. Then she curled her hair. Resisting the urge to
roll her eyes when Noel wove some pearls into her hair, Sandy
waited another half hour until she was done.

“There. Now you’re ready to face the
king,” Noel said, a pleased smile on her face.

Sandy forced a smile. “How exciting.” Though
she tried to keep the sarcasm out of her voice, she was afraid Noel
picked up on it. Without waiting for Noel to reply, she stood up
and turned to face her. “Will you be showing me where I can eat
breakfast or is someone else supposed to do it?”

“I’ll be happy to take you to the
banquet hall.”

“Banquet hall? Wow. Talk about a room
sounding more important than it is,” she joked.

Noel glanced at her as they walked out of the
room, her eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t understand, my lady. Did I
say something funny?”

“No, it’s just,” she shrugged, “how my
mind works.” Even in her dreams, she couldn’t tell a good joke to
save her life. Turning her attention to the hallway, she noted the
stone walls lit by flaming torches. “Is the whole castle this
dark?”

“There are windows further ahead, but
some passages are enclosed to protect us in case of an
attack.”

“Are you attacked often?”

“We’ve had our share of battles, my
lady.”

“Is there any danger of battles right
now?” she pressed, wondering if this dream was going to take a more
adventurous turn.

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On you.”

Sandy halted and stared at Noel. Whatever did
her lady’s maid mean by that?

“Oh good. You’re awake,” someone called
out.

Turning in the direction of the voice, she
saw a man standing further down the hallway, just out of the
light’s reach. Even if she couldn’t see him, she recognized the
voice of her captor. “Yes, I am awake,” she said. “It seems that
I’m stuck in this dream.”

“Are you still going on and on about
the dream nonsense?”

“You have a better explanation for why
I’m in a castle that looks like it came right out of the medieval
time period?”

“I worked with what you created from
your imagination.”

How cute, she thought. Granted, everything in
her dream did stem from her imagination, but even so, she didn’t
think he’d say something like that. “Well, since this is my
imagination, I insist you let me leave so I can finally wake
up.”

“It’s not quite as simple as you
think,” he replied.

“You’re right. It’s not. In other
dreams, I can control what happens, but in this one, I
can’t.”

“You have a tendency to control
everything, don’t you?”

She crossed her arms and exhaled. “I see
you’re quick with a comeback.”

“I’m being honest. You haven’t been
listening to me or anyone else around here.”

“You’re part of a dream. An annoying
part, but still a part of it. There’s no incentive for me to listen
to you.”

“You’re not dreaming.”

She huffed and stepped closer to the torch on
the wall so he’d see her roll her eyes. “Sure, I’m not. I just
stepped into a world that parallels mine.”

He finally came into the light so she could
see him, and her jaw dropped. He had dark wavy hair with bangs that
hung partially over his forehead. His full lips were accentuated by
the five o’clock shadow growing along his strong jaw. But it was
his blue eyes that stood out more than any other facial feature.
Her gaze went lower, and she saw the regal black clothing he wore
with boots to match. She turned her attention to the top of his
head, noticing the gold crown he wore with rubies embedded into it.
He was the exact image of a character she created.

“King Blackheart,” she whispered, not
believing her eyes.

“I see my reputation precedes me,” he
replied with a bow.

“But you wear an onyx
crown.”

“Only when you write the book. While I
love the colors black and red, my crown of choice is
gold.”

Sandy glanced at Noel before turning her
attention back to the man. “Is this some kind of joke?”

“It’s no joke.” He walked up to her,
his hands clasped behind his back. “Everything you see is
real.”

After she took a moment to gather her
composure, she crossed her arms. “I find that hard to believe.”

“Hopefully, you won’t find it hard to
believe for long.” He turned to Noel. “You are relieved of your
duties at the moment.” Extending his arm to Sandy, he said, “I’ll
escort you to the banquet hall.”

Deciding not to accept his arm, she headed
forward, figuring he would hurry to catch up to her. Sure enough,
he quickly fell into step beside her.

“You still plan to fight me?” he
asked.

“I can’t fight a dream,” she muttered.
All she wanted to do was wake up, but no amount of willing it was
making it happen.

“How long will you persist in calling
this a dream?”

“And what would you call it? A parallel
world?”

“Technically, it is a parallel world.
It’s a world you created when you wrote your story.”

“I didn’t write my
abduction.”

They rounded a corner and came to a hallway
with several large holes in the walls that she guessed were meant
to be the windows. Curious, she stopped and approached one of them.
A valley separated the castle from a forest. She hurried to one of
the holes on the opposite side of the hallway and saw more land
with a forest beyond it.

“I can’t believe it. It’s exactly the
way I pictured it,” she whispered.

“Not only does that forest look like
the way you described it, but it’s also enchanted so no one can
enter it without my permission…unless they want to risk facing my
wrath. You designed it that way.”

“You show no mercy,” she retorted. “Of
course, you’d punish anyone who dares to enter it unless you sent
them through there to perform some evil deed.”

“I’m only that way because that’s how
you wrote me.”

“And now I’m dreaming about you.” What
could she expect? She’d been focused on her story so much it was
bound to slip into her dreams.

“You’re not dreaming. This is real. I
brought you here because you were ready to kill me.”

“Okay. Let’s say you’re right, and this
isn’t a dream. Let’s say that you somehow sucked me into my own
book. That doesn’t change anything. The book can only end one
way.”

“With my death?”

She nodded.

“I won’t die. There’s no reason for me
to die.”

“You’re the villain.”

“No, I’m not. You decided I would be
the villain and have painted me out to be that way. I’ve been
trying to get through to you that I’m not the bad guy you’re making
me out to be, but you refuse to listen to me.”

“So you appeared to me in a
dream?”

“No. I put you into the
story.”

“Why?”

“Because as long as you’re here, you
can’t write anything else.”

Sandy shook her head. It had to be a dream.
It wasn’t possible for a character from her book to pull her into
it. Turning her attention back to the trees in the distance, she
rubbed her forehead. When was she going to wake up?

“If you continue to insist on killing
me, then I’ll be forced to secure an alliance between our
kingdoms,” he said.

Though she knew she wasn’t going to like the
answer, she looked at him and asked, “What alliance?”

“Marriage. War won’t erupt between our
kingdoms as long as we’re married. Your kingdom will be loyal to me
and mine will be loyal to you.”

“And if I refuse to marry
you?”

“You can’t.” When she got ready to
protest, he pressed his fingers to her lips and added, “You’re in
my territory now. I bid my time in your territory, watching in
silent frustration as you had me raid villages against my will. I
did everything I could to stop you, but all the writer’s blocks and
making it difficult for you to write the next scene didn’t work.
This is my last resort, and I won’t lose this time. You’re inside
the story. That means you can no longer control what I say and
do.”

She shoved his fingers aside. “You can’t
control what I say or do either.”

“I can if I have to, but I don’t want
to. What I’ve done is removed your ability to control me and the
other characters. We are now free to do as we wish. A story is at
its best when the characters direct it. A good writer understands
that.”

“A good character understands that the
writer is the one writing the story, and he should do what he’s
told.”

“Not if the story is going to be
good.”

“My story is good the way it
is.”

“No, it’s not.”

She rolled her eyes and headed down the stone
corridor in the direction of the banquet hall. He was quick to
follow her, something that irritated her since it meant he was
going to keep pestering her. If only she could wake up! But she was
beginning to suspect that this wasn’t a dream after all, and if
that was the case, her character had somehow opened a portal of
some sort that connected their worlds. She had no idea how he did
it, but there was no other rational explanation to what was going
on.

“Will you at least try writing the
story my way?” he asked when he caught up to her.

“And what happens in your
version?”

“I’m not the monster you make me out to
be, Sandy. I can be a strong ally and help you with your
kingdom.”

She stopped walking and faced him, hands on
her hips. “That’s where you don’t know a thing about writing. Every
story needs a conflict. You need to be the villain if the story’s
going to have conflict.”

“There can be another source of
conflict,” he insisted.

“Really? And what would that
be?”

He opened his mouth, paused, and closed
it.

“Exactly. Without you in the role as
the evil king, there is no conflict and the story falls apart.
People don’t read books where everything is good all the time.
There needs to be a point of contention. Like it or not, that’s
your role.” When he didn’t reply, she added, “I demand you send me
back to my world at once.”

“So you can kill me?”

“So I can finish the story.”

“And that means I’ll die.”

She shrugged. “It’s just a book. You’re just
a character.”

“You’re wrong. I’m
not just a character. None of the people in your story are
just characters. We’re just as real as you.” He took a step
toward her, his eyes flashing with a mixture of anger and
determination.

She refused to step back. To show him any
weakness would be a mistake. She had to remember this was King
Blackheart she was talking to, and he showed no mercy to his
enemies. As soon as he detected any chink in her armor, he would
use it to his advantage.

“You want conflict?” he asked, his
voice low. “I’ll give you conflict. You’re not going anywhere.
You’re in my story now. You have no power here. You can’t just
write something and make it happen. But I know your knights will be
coming to rescue you since their loyalty is still with
you.”

She gave him a smug smile. “Is that so? Then
I guess you’re limited in what you can do.”

“Not as much as you’d believe. We will
form an alliance. Your kingdom with be allies with
mine.”

“That will never happen.”

“It will if we marry.”

Her smile faltered. “You can’t marry me.
You’re just a character in my book.”

“You’re inside the story, Sandy. I’ve
deleted all the work you’ve done except for the very first scene
where you set the stage that is the world we live in. So all the
villages you had me plunder against my will still stand, and all
those people you had me kill are living, including the royal priest
who can marry us. Once he sends word to your people that we’re
married, your kingdom will be at peace with mine.”

“They’ll know better once I get to them
and let them know you forced my hand,” she replied through gritted
teeth, hating that he was backing her into a corner.

“Good luck getting to your kingdom.”
His smile grew wider and he took a step back from her. “I believe
the true conflict in this story now depends on what you do.” He
turned and headed back down the corridor only to pause and glance
over his shoulder. “Are you still coming to breakfast?”

She glared at him, wishing she could think of
something to say to get that triumphant smile off his face but
knowing nothing she could say would do the trick. He had her where
he wanted her, and he knew it. Unless… A plan forming in her mind,
she forced a smile in return and strode over to him. “You know
what? I could go for a mocha with a slice of banana nut bread.”

His eyebrows furrowed. “A mocha with
what?”

“A mocha with a slice of banana nut
bread. It’s one of my favorite breakfasts.”

“We don’t make that here.”

“Figure out how to do it since you’re
in control.”

She shot him a pointed look before she
strolled down the corridor. There. Let him figure it out. If
nothing else, it would prove to him that he didn’t have all the
answers and that he was limited in what he could do. It would do
him some good to realize there were things in her world that he
knew nothing about, too. Feeling much better about her predicament,
she continued her walk—with him not far behind—and entered the
banquet hall.


 


 


 


 Chapter
Four

 


“My lord, are you sure this is a wise
idea?” Sir Handel asked later that day.

King Gavin Blackheart turned from the window
in his planning room as the knight approached him. “There is no
other way.”

“And how are you going to convince the
priest to perform the marriage ceremony? You know Father Augustine
doesn’t like to marry a woman against her will.”

“He’ll do it. If he doesn’t and her
troops come to invade us, she might find the way back to her world.
If that happens, she will write the story as she wants it, and he
dies in that version.”

“Because you kill him.”

“I don’t want to kill him, and as long
as I have her trapped here, I won’t. I have no way to stop her if
she finds the portal back to her world.”

“You have an excellent
point.”

“I doubt he’ll be able to argue it.”
But to be on the safe side, maybe he should make it so that she
didn’t protest the marriage at all when the priest
arrived.

Gavin turned from the window and went to the
long round table where he’d unrolled a map of the kingdoms. His
gaze went to Havenshire where he ruled. The forest surrounded it
from all sides, a forest that was under a spell to keep his people
safe.

His gaze traveled north of the Havenshire
forest to the North Ocean. Sandy’s kingdom, Crystaline, was
situated on the hill with a valley to the south and mountains to
the north. Her kingdom had some protection, but it was easier to
get there than to get to Havenshire, which worked to his
advantage.

To the east and south of Havenshire were two
other kingdoms, and to the west was Reinhold, ruled by King Petros
who was his very distant relative. He wasn’t sure how they were
related, but it was clear that Sandy had plans for King Petros in a
sequel. Whatever her plans were, Gavin was determined they’d never
happen because he’d have to die in order for her to see those plans
through.

“When do you want me to summon the
priest?” Sir Handel asked.

“Summon him at once. I see no reason to
delay the wedding.”

He bowed. “As you say, it shall be done.”

Gavin watched as Sir Handel left. The sooner
he united her kingdom with his, the sooner her knights would align
themselves with him. It’d been a risk to bring Sandy here to his
world and try to convince her to change the course of the story.
Forcing her into marriage hadn’t been his first choice, but she
left him with no other option. She was going to resist it, of
course, but there was little he could do about that except keep an
eye on her in case she tried to escape. No. There was no “in case
she tried to escape.” She would definitely try it. And when she
did, he’d be ready for her.

With a determined nod, he turned back to the
table and picked up the map of his castle and unrolled it. His
safest bet was to place spies at different points along the wall
surrounding it. He couldn’t watch everything she did, nor could he
spend all his time with her to make sure she didn’t run off. He had
a nagging suspicion that his decision to interfere with Sandy’s
current story, which would affect the sequel she planned to write,
would have unexpected ramifications. His gaze went back to the map
of the different kingdoms. The question was, who wouldn’t like the
turn of events and what would they do about it?

 


***

 


Sandy strolled down the corridor later that
day, ever mindful of the flickering light provided by torches that
did little to banish the shadows. She hated the shadows. Though she
wasn’t one to get easily spooked, she quickened her pace, trying
not to imagine something horrible lurking in them.

“I can outrun you,” the guard a few
feet away from her warned as she turned down another
corridor.

She glanced at the guard. He was so quiet,
she barely remembered he was behind her. Right after breakfast,
King Blackheart insisted she be guarded at all times.

“Nothing personal,” he’d told her. “I
just can’t have the queen running off on me.”

Now as she thought of his ridiculous
statement, she wanted nothing more than to go up to him and say if
he was that concerned, he should be the one following her instead
of making someone else do his dirty work.

“Where are you going?” the guard
asked.

“If you follow me long enough, you’ll
find out,” she muttered under her breath.

“I beg your pardon, my lady. I didn’t
hear what you said.”

She groaned and stopped so she could face
him. “All I’m doing is exploring my prison.”

“Prison? Do you mean you wish to see
the dungeon?”

“No. I mean all of this,” she motioned
to the walls. “This is my prison.” For emphasis, she added, “My
dungeon.”

“That’s ridiculous. You’re going to be
the queen. This is your castle.”

“That’ll be the day,” she muttered and
continued striding down the corridor.

“Forgive me, my lady, but I didn’t
catch what you said.”

“It’s nothing,” she called out over her
shoulder and quickened her pace.

Man, if only there was a way to get rid of
the guard, then she could relax. Better yet, she could figure out a
way to escape. She knew what the king was doing. He was making sure
she didn’t get a chance to leave the castle. And that was what made
this place a prison. A prison, by definition, was a place where one
couldn’t leave. She decided not to explain this to the guard. What
was the use? He was a lackey who was doing what he was told.

She slowed her steps as an idea came to her.
Turning to the guard, she said, “I must use the bathroom.”

He furrowed his eyebrows. “Bathroom?”

“Yes. The bathroom. It’s that place you
go to when you need to...you know…” When he didn’t help her, she
bluntly finished, “Go pee.”

“Oh! You want to go to the
water-closet.”

She frowned. A water-closet? “I’ve never
heard that term, so I know I didn’t write it into this story. How
did you come up with it?”

“It’s what the room is called, my
lady.”

“I gathered that much, but who came up
with the word?”

“I don’t know. I’ve known that’s what
the room is called ever since I was a boy.”

She studied him, wondering if he was baiting
her, but he seemed sincere. Finally, she sighed. “Okay. Take me to
the water-closet.”

He nodded and passed her. She followed him
and saw that the bathroom only had a sink and toilet, but at least
the toilet was one she could flush.

“I’ll give you some privacy while you
attend to your needs, my lady,” the guard said then closed the door
after she entered the room.

She quickly did her business then washed her
hands, surprised that a castle should have running water. When she
wrote the story, she hadn’t envisioned the bathrooms this way. In
fact, she hadn’t envisioned any of her characters doing something
as normal as going to the bathroom. They were always running off to
avoid a battle or running into one. She hadn’t thought of them as
real people. She had, however, had them eat and drink food.

With a shrug, she dried her hands on the
cloth by the sink and ventured a look outside the window. At least
there was a window in here. She stood on her tiptoes and peered
down to the ground. Bummer. She’d never survive a drop like that.
She was too high up in the castle. Her only other recourse was to
outwait the guard. So she waited and waited and waited.

After she was sure she had waited long
enough, she ventured a peek out the door and saw that the guard
hadn’t budged from his spot. She grimaced. This was one man who
took his job seriously!

Footsteps grew louder down the corridor, but
she couldn’t see who was coming. The guard, however, straightened
and bowed. “My lord.”

King Blackheart came into view. “Where is
she?”

“In there, my lord.”

He glanced in the direction of the
water-closet, and she knew she couldn’t stay in there any longer.
She reluctantly opened the door and stepped into the corridor.

“I’ll take it from here,” the king told
the guard. “You’re relieved of duty for the time being.”

She crossed her arms but waited until the
guard was out of hearing distance before talking. “I’m a duty?”

King Blackheart clasped his hands behind his
back and approached her. “Making sure you stay safe is his duty.
You’re my challenge.”

“Challenge? That’s an interesting way
to describe me.”

“Well, that is what you are. You won’t
change the story so I can be the character I truly am.”

“So you’ll force me into
marriage?”

“You have forced my hand to make it so.
If you want out of the marriage, all you have to do is write the
story the way it’s meant to be.”

“I keep telling you that it’s not meant
to go the way you want it to.”

“Yes, it is. You just refuse to let
your characters guide you. Why is that?”

“Because it’s my story, and whether you
like it or not, I’m the one in charge.”

After a moment, he said, “As you can see, my
hand is forced. You leave me with no other recourse but to bring
our kingdoms together. It might be a simple matter to you if you
kill me, but I refuse to let that happen.”

“Then it seems we’re at an
impasse.”

“I suppose we are.”

She slowly released her breath, knowing he
wouldn’t budge. “I had no idea characters could be such a pain in
the butt,” she told him before she shoved past him and hurried down
the hall.

“You won’t get rid of me so
easily.”

She snorted.

He caught up to her. “I meant right now.
We’re due for dinner in an hour, and you can’t show up wearing
those clothes. Tonight, I’m making the announcement that we are to
wed, and I expect you to wear a dress fitting for a queen.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then I will go into your bedchamber
and force you into the dress. It’s your choice, Sandy. Either you
can allow your lady’s maid to do it or I’ll do it.”

“How cute. Another ultimatum. But I
don’t believe you’ll be able to do the job.”

“As I said, you are a challenge, but
unfortunately for you, I happen to enjoy a challenge.” He took her
hand and turned her around. “Your bedchamber is this
way.”

She removed her hand from his. “I don’t want
you to touch me.”

“In that case, you’ll willingly put
your gown on?”

Crossing her arms, she debated her options.
King Blackheart had a lot of nerve abducting her, bringing her into
the realm of her story, and demanding he either change her story or
force her to marry him. And now she was expected to wear clothes to
please him?

As if he could read her thoughts, he stepped
closer to her. “My people won’t treat you like a queen if you don’t
dress like one.”

Despite her discomfort from having him so
close to her, she refused to back away. Doing so would only let him
know she had a weakness, and she’d written him to be someone who
would exploit any weakness he detected. “When my knights come for
me, I will let them know you forced me into the marriage.”

His lips curled up at the corners, as if he
enjoyed her threat. “We’ll see.”

“You doubt I will?”

“Oh, I believe you fully intend to,
right now.”

“But you don’t think
I will,” she pressed.

“A lot can happen between now and
then.” He motioned for her to join him down the corridor. “Are you
coming or should I carry you?”

She almost insisted he’d have to carry her
but then decided she didn’t want him to pick her up. With a heavy
sigh to let him know she didn’t like this one single bit, she
trudged after him. Fine. So she’d have to play by his rules, at
least for the moment. She still had to investigate the castle and
see how she might make her escape. If the castle had been exactly
the way she envisioned it, she would be able to slip out the secret
passage, but it wasn’t as she wrote it. Somehow, he had changed it,
something she suspected he did on purpose in order to prevent her
from leaving. But little did he realize that when she was
determined to do something, she would find a way to do it, no
matter what obstacles someone threw her way. Somehow, she’d escape.
It was merely a matter of time.


 


 


 


 Chapter
Five

 


“It is my pleasure to announce my
engagement to Queen Goldenvalor,” King Blackheart said when Sandy
arrived at the banquet hall. “With our marriage, Havenshire and
Crystaline will be united.”

The applause from the group of men and women
in the room were so loud that no one heard Sandy’s low groan. She
didn’t bother smiling. This was a forced marriage. She saw no point
in pretending she was happy about it. Besides, she was wearing a
ridiculously elaborate purple gown. The shoulders puffed out and
sequins lined the part of the skirt that formed the shape of a
bell. She didn’t know what contraption Noel used to make the skirt
spread out like that, but whatever it was, it was designed to
torture women. Then to top it off, she had on matching purple
gloves. She felt like she was nothing more than a pawn for King
Blackheart to get what he wanted.

“Once we marry, you’ll get a crown to
match mine,” he told her.

She glanced at the gold crown with the rubies
in it. She guessed her crown would be smaller, but she had to admit
that it was an attractive design.

He extended his arm to her. “I’ll escort you
to your chair.”

She debated whether or not to hold onto his
arm but decided she would find a way to escape soon enough, so
there was no reason to fight him.

The people in the banquet hall bowed as they
headed for their chairs. When she saw that their chairs were
together, she momentarily stopped walking but quickly picked up her
pace. Of course, they would sit next to each other. If he was
planning on marrying her, he’d want to sit by her while they
ate.

She dutifully sat in her chair and did her
best to ignore the triumphant smile on his face. Talking to him
hadn’t worked. He was determined to see the marriage through, and
she knew better than to keep trying to reason to someone who
couldn’t understand logic. For goodness’ sakes, he wasn’t even a
real person! He was a character—a figment of her imagination. And
everything around her stemmed from her imagination as well. So what
if aspects of it were different from how she visualized it? But she
guessed that was because she wasn’t the type of writer who went on
and on about details in the settings of her book. At least not the
one book she’d been writing. As things were going, she didn’t know
if she’d get the chance to write another book or not.

As the king sat beside her, he leaned toward
her, and though she tried not to squirm to get away from him, she
did anyway. To his credit, he acted like he didn’t notice. “You’ll
be pleased to know that we have entertainment during all of our
meals. This evening, we brought in a historian. Considering the
fact that you’re the author, I thought you might enjoy hearing the
establishment of the kingdoms from our point of view.”

“Our
point of view?” she asked.

“Your characters’ point of
view.”

“There can be no point of view other
than my own since I wrote the book.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. In every
event, there are different ways of looking at it. It’s my pleasure
to acquaint you with history as we see it.”

Amused, she smirked. “Whatever.” What did she
care that her characters had modified the background of her
story?

The man wearing a long blue robe came to the
center of the room while servants presented food to the fifty-some
people sitting at the tables. She wondered why there were so many
people eating with the king but decided she didn’t care enough to
ask. At the moment, her stomach was growling and the meat and
vegetables were tempting her taste buds. If this was half as good
as breakfast, then she was in for a treat. She turned her attention
to the man standing in the center of the room.

“I, Gen Evermore, have come to present
to the future Queen Blackheart the history of our world.” The man
gave a solemn bow, something Sandy thought was going overboard with
the formalities. “Long ago, we were once one country, one
continent, one people. All swore allegiance to King Fairview, a
fair and just man who held the respect of all in his kingdom. He
had seven sons, but there was one who didn’t want to share the
kingdom with his brothers after their father’s death. His name was
Leo, and he swore to all who would follow him that he’d reward them
with wealth and land for their service.”

Sandy turned her attention to the food on her
plate and sipped the wine while Gen Evermore continued to go into
detail about the Twenty Year War. So far, he wasn’t telling her
anything she didn’t already know. If King Blackheart thought this
was giving her something new to think about, he was sorely
mistaken. As she ate the succulent buffalo meat, he continued to
speak.

“The ravages of war took its toll on
the inhabitants of the world and the end to the destruction was not
in sight. Then,” Gen paused dramatically, lifting his hand up to
the ceiling, “one night, Leo traveled to a lake reported to have
immortal properties in it, thinking to give the drink of immortal
life to him and his men. With this, victory would be assured since
you can’t kill a man who can’t die.”

Surprised by this twist to the tale, Sandy
stopped eating and focused on what the man was saying.

“He was warned never to venture to the
lake, for all who do, do so at their peril. The path there is a
dangerous one, and only one other has reported to have survived the
trek. But instead of getting immortal life as a man, he was turned
into a unicorn, the only one living of its kind. So one must be
careful what one requests when reaching the lake.”

“I don’t understand,” Sandy
interrupted, not sure if protocol smiled upon someone speaking up
during the presentation but figuring it was her right as the author
to know what was going on. “What did this man do or say to become a
unicorn? And I wasn’t aware there was a unicorn on this
world.”

“There are many things about this world
that you aren’t aware of,” King Blackheart told her.

“So you brought in someone to
demonstrate that, hmm?” she replied, unable to hide the sarcastic
tone underlying her exasperation.

“It would help if you understood what
is truly here. You might have imagined all of this, but once you
did, it took on a life of its own.”

“Then I can un-imagine all the new
things that popped up without my permission.”

Offering an amused grin, he lowered his
voice. “Once the world is created, it’s out of your control. You
think you’re in the driver’s seat, but the truth of the matter is,
you’re merely the passenger.” He motioned to Gen. “You may answer
the queen’s questions.”

Gen bowed his head in acknowledgement to the
king’s statement. “The lake is located in the country currently
known as Reinhold. King Petros named it the Lake of Many Woes.
There is a group of blue fairies who guard the lake, and while one
might think it’s to protect the lake, it’s really to protect the
poor souls who chance upon the Grim Reaper’s Path. Those who have
passed through the fairies’ enchanted barrier walk the path at
their own peril. The man who became a unicorn survived the
obstacles and tasted the water from the lake. Once drinking the
water, he had to state what he wanted his immortality to be like.
He wished to run faster than men, to have strength stronger than a
bear, and to never lose his way. The request bound him to the body
of a unicorn, a noble horse known for its speed, its strength.”

“And its horn,” Sandy added.

“Its horn works like a compass, leading
those who find it to the correct way.”

“And where is this unicorn?”

“The unicorn is a creation of
enchantment. It is neither here nor there but appears at a hero’s
most perilous moment.”

“Does this man who became a unicorn
have a name?” Sandy pressed.

“No one knows what it is,” Gen
replied.

“Of course not,” Sandy
muttered. The
world, as King Blackheart put it, might
have taken on a life of its own, but she couldn’t help but notice
it left some holes in the plot.

“There is a legend,” King Blackheart
began, undeterred by her lack of enthusiasm over the tale of the
unicorn’s genesis, “that claims the person who finds out the name
of the unicorn becomes its master.”

“Naturally.” Why wouldn’t there be some
ridiculous legend like that?

“Please continue,” King Blackheart told
Gen.

“Yeah,” Sandy continued. “Are Leo and
his band of men running amok on this world as immortal
men?”

“No, my lady,” Gen replied. “Leo never
made it to the lake, but he did chance upon the dark magician who
lives off the Grim Reaper’s Path. Leo and his men promised their
service to him if he’d grant them victory over King Fairview. The
deal was struck. The magician raised up his scepter and hurled it
into the ground. Everything grew silent before a deep rumble
emerged from the land. That was how the world became divided into
four territories: Havenshire, Crystaline, Reinhold, and Floracrest.
With the division of the lands, King Fairview and his allies were
forced into Reinhold. Leo and his men organized an attack on all
sides of the large island and finally conquered them. But there was
a price Leo and his men paid for their victory. The magician
changed them into trolls to do his bidding for the rest of their
days, so while they were given victory, they did not have the
pleasure of enjoying it.”

“That sucks,” Sandy commented. Not that
she’d been rooting for Leo or anything, but it seemed like the
price they paid wasn’t worth the thing they wanted.

His face somber, he finished, “The four
remaining sons of King Fairview each took one of the continents and
ruled over the people living on them. So it has been to this day.”
He gave a bow, signaling his oral presentation was at an end.

Sandy joined the others in clapping. If
nothing else, she did find the speech both entertaining and
informative. She wouldn’t have made up an elaborate Twenty Year War
or the whole thing with the magician if she’d written the history
of this world, but since the world decided to write its own
history, she just had to accept it. When she got back to her own
world, she could always go back through the story and rewrite it if
she wanted. But she figured it was neat enough, so she’d probably
leave it alone.

When the banquet came to an end, King
Blackheart insisted on escorting her back to her bedchamber.

“There’s no need,” she replied. “I know
the way.” And besides, she wouldn’t mind some time alone. It seemed
that ever since she woke up, someone had to be with her.

“I realize you know the way, but since
my bedchamber is close by, it makes sense I take you there. Unless,
of course, you’d like to take a stroll through the gardens? I think
you’ll be delighted with them.”

“You don’t have any gardens. All you
have is a bunch of thorns growing along your castle
walls.”

With his usual irritating smirk, he said, “In
your version that was true. But in my version of the story, things
are different.”

She groaned at the reminder. “I’ll pass. I’ve
had enough of you and this place. All I want to do is go home.”
Before he could reply, she added, “Don’t say it. I know you want me
to accept this place as my home, but it isn’t going to happen.
Ever.”

She turned to leave, but he was quick to join
her. “I’m afraid I can’t let you go unescorted until you come to
accept your new life.”

“Great. Then I’ll be tailed around by
some idiot for the rest of my life.”

“Must you put up such a
fuss?”

“Look,” she began, “I was a good sport
back there, alright? I smiled and didn’t argue when you made the
marriage announcement. Then I sat through the entire spiel of
things that happened long ago on this world.”

“And some of those things impact where
we are today in this world.”

Being that he was a character who belonged in
this world, she couldn’t argue his point, but even so, she didn’t
see what that had to do with her.

She proceeded down the dark corridor lit by
torches. The damp air was a solemn reminder that she should be in
the comfort of her cozy, warm apartment. He had no right to drag
her here against her will, to force her into a so-called marriage
to change the course of her book. It was her book! Not his. She
would have been better off if she’d picked King Petros to be the
villain of the book instead of King Blackheart. But how was she to
know King Blackheart would take on a personality of his own? He was
a thing of fiction, a figment of her imagination. And now he was
acting as if he was real.

“I really hate it when characters get
an attitude with me,” she muttered.

“What was that?” he called out, close
behind her.

She decided not to answer him. She was tired
of talking to him. At the moment, she was tired of trying to think
of a way to escape. It’d been a long day. All she wanted to do was
go to bed, pull the covers up over her head, and wake up in her
apartment.

“I was thinking,” he added as she
continued her brisk walk down the corridor, “that you should refer
to me by my first name.”

“You don’t have a first
name.”

“Of course, I do. Everyone has a first
name.”

“The villain of my story doesn’t.” She
found no reason to give first names to characters she planned to
kill off.

“I gave myself a name.”

She turned down the corridor and hurried up
the steps that would take her to her bedchamber. Unfortunately, he
was close behind and that meant she wasn’t any closer to ditching
him than she’d been last night when he abducted her.

“It’s Gavin,” he called out. “I know
you would have preferred something like Ire or Brute, but I thought
an ordinary name fit better.”

“I don’t care what you named yourself.
You can be Bob or Jim for all I care.”

“I like Gavin better.”

“Great. Then you have something you
want to be.” When she reached the top of the steps, she spun around
so she was facing him. “Why can’t you be content with being my
character? Why do you have to be more than that?”

“Because there’s more to me than you
were willing to write.”

She sighed and headed down the hallway. “Of
all the characters in all the world, I had to get the one who has
delusions of grandeur.”

“It’s a delusion of grandeur for me to
want to live? I think that’s a rather cold thing to
believe.”

She rubbed her forehead and stopped at her
bedchamber door. “What you want is irrelevant. You’re not real.
You’re someone I made up. But you know what? Right now I don’t
care. I’m tired and my head hurts, so I’m done having this
discussion.”

“Someday you’ll understand how real I
am.”

“Whatever.” She opened the door and
slipped into the bedchamber. “Don’t follow me in. We’re not married
yet, pal.”

Then she shut the door and stumbled to the
chair by her vanity and sat down. She closed her eyes and waited
for the world to stop spinning around her before she opened
them.

“It’s probably the corset,” she mumbled
as she rose to her feet. “I’m surprised I didn’t pass out during
the meal with the restrictive thing nearly suffocating me.” She was
ready to pull the cord to call Noel when her lady’s maid entered
the bedchamber. “Oh, good. You’re here. Please remove these
abominable clothes from me at once.”

“Yes, my lady.”

She breathed a sigh of relief as Noel worked
to swiftly release her from the confines of the dress and then,
even better, the corset. In due time, she was comfortable in her
nightclothes and settled into bed. She pulled the covers up to her
chin, surprised that a chill should be in the room when the fire
crackled nicely in the large fireplace. She hoped that when she
woke up from her slumber, she’d be back in her apartment. But when
morning came, she was still in the story.


 


 


 


 Chapter
Six

 


Three days later, Gavin clashed swords with
Sir Handel. They’d been practicing in the courtyard for over an
hour. Usually, the adrenaline from the strenuous exercise made him
feel powerful and in control of the world around him, but today, he
couldn’t find peace. Sandy came to the banquet hall and had
breakfast, dressed in a morning gown befitting her status. Sure,
she hadn’t said more than the courtesy hello, but she hadn’t argued
with him either.

He wasn’t sure what was going on inside that
mind of hers, except he knew better than to think she was suddenly
on board with the idea of keeping him alive or marrying him. She
was up to something. This temporary lull of peace couldn’t be
good.

He swung his sword with more force than
necessary and Sir Handel stumbled back as he blocked the attack
with his own sword. Gavin stopped fighting. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean to be so rough.”

“It’s alright, my lord.” Sir Handel
assured him.

“No, it’s not alright. I’m supposed to
be a skilled warrior. I shouldn’t be letting my emotions get in the
way of my exercise.” He sighed and slipped the sword in its sheath.
Placing his hands on his hips, he glanced up at the window that
marked Sandy’s bedchamber. He had no idea if Sandy was watching
him, or if she even cared what he did with his spare time, but he
had to put her out of his mind. Even if he wasn’t the villain she
made him out to be, he couldn’t let anyone detect a weakness in
him.

“King Blackheart!”

Gavin and Sir Handel turned their attention
to the young squire who ran across the courtyard. Curious when he
saw the rolled up parchment in the squire’s hand, Gavin left Sir
Handel and strode toward the youth. When he reached him, he asked,
“You have a message for me?”

“Yes, my lord,” the youth replied, out
of breath. “It came from a messenger. I’m afraid it’s from King
Petros.”

Gavin accepted the parchment from him and
inspected the elaborate ‘P’ on the seal. It was from King Petros
alright. He wondered how long it would take the man to realize he’d
abducted the author. Looking up at the squire, he said, “Thank you.
Return to your station.”

The youth nodded and hurried to do as he was
ordered.

Gavin spun on his heel. Noting the expectant
stares from his knights who had ceased in their practice, he called
out, “As you were. There’s nothing here that concerns you.” Not yet
anyway.

The knights reluctantly returned to their
practice. They weren’t fools. Gavin had trained them well, and
fortunately, Sandy had made them wise enough to detect impending
danger. It was what made them such a formidable foe in her story.
Except, they weren’t the enemy she assumed them to be. His men,
like him, were the good guys, but until she gave him a chance,
she’d never believe in the good his men possessed.

He strode into the castle, giving a curt nod
to the servants who bowed as he passed by. As much as he wanted to
tear the seal off the missive and read it right away, he needed to
wait until he was alone. He went straight to his planning room and
bolted the door shut. Finally! He stopped by the round table in the
middle of the room and peeled the seal off and rolled the parchment
open.

 


King Blackheart,

I couldn’t help but notice everything I’ve
worked hard to build over the past year has been wiped away in a
single instant. I don’t know why or how you changed the course of
the author’s story, but I demand you put things back to the way
they were at once. Send the author back to where she belongs. If
you don’t, I will. And you won’t like what I’ll do to you if I have
to take matters into my own hands.

 


King Petros of Reinhold

 


Undaunted by the man’s threat, Gavin snorted.
Did King Petros really believe a threat would work? Gavin was a
dead man if he returned Sandy to her world and King Petros knew it.
Even if he wasn’t a main character in the story, Petros knew enough
about the plot to figure out Gavin’s end.

A sudden banging on the door grabbed his
attention. Before he could ask who it was, Sandy yelled, “Open this
door!”

He rolled his eyes. Leave it to the author to
want to know what was going on right under her nose. It was good
that she wasn’t privy to everything that happened in this world
anymore. It gave him an advantage. He shoved the parchment into his
pocket and strode to the door. He removed the bolt and opened the
door, slightly amused when she almost fell into the room.

“You wish to speak with me?” he asked,
making sure to keep his tone light in case she sensed his unease
about King Petros.

She straightened up and smoothed her dress.
Clearing her throat, she made eye contact with him. “You know very
well why I’m here.”

He crossed his arms and walked back to the
table. “Maybe I want to hear you say it.”

She grunted and headed over to him. “I saw
the messenger come here. Who sent you word and where is the
missive?”

Raising his eyebrow, he turned to her and
leaned against the table. “You mean to tell me you didn’t recognize
the messenger?” Interesting. He thought she would know who the
messenger was since she created him.

“Don’t be cute. I’m not in the mood to
play games. What did the message say and who sent it?”

“It was a message to congratulate us on
our upcoming marriage.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I don’t
believe you.”

“It doesn’t matter what you believe or
don’t believe. I’m telling you that’s what it said.”

“Must you continue to be
difficult?”

“Do you still want to kill me
off?”

“Do you mean, do I want to go back to
my world and write this story the way it’s supposed to be? The
answer is yes.”

“Fine. Then yes, I must be
difficult.”

She stared at him for a moment then gritted
her teeth. “I hate you.”

“Your feelings for me are of little
concern to me,” he replied, refusing to let her know she could
upset him. With a smirk, he added, “All I want is results. If you
can’t give me what I want, you’ll be chained to me for life,
figuratively speaking of course. Though I think it might be fun to
try it for real, especially if we don’t wear anything.”

She frowned and turned to the window which
overlooked the land. “You are aptly named Blackheart. You will do
whatever you want to get your way, no matter who you hurt.”

“That’s not fair,” he argued. “I
haven’t hurt you in the time you’ve been here. In fact, I’ve seen
to your every need. You have everything befitting a
queen.”

“Everything but my freedom.” She turned
around and glared at him. “I’m nothing but a glorified
slave.”

“A slave? I assure you that if you were
a slave, you wouldn’t be wearing the finest dresses in all the land
or eating in my banquet hall. I have given you the best position a
woman can have in this kingdom. And what’s more, I fully intend to
keep you alive, which is much better than you would do for
me.”

“How many times do I have to remind you
that you’re a character in a story? You aren’t real.”

“I guess you’ll have to remind me every
day since I’m too stupid to realize it.”

She stared at him, her mouth forming a thin
line and hands clenched at her sides.

He honestly didn’t know how to get through to
her. There had to be a way to get through her wall, but she had no
intention of listening—really listen—to him. She was bound and
determined to kill him off. He questioned the sanity of marrying a
woman who could very easily slip a knife under her pillow and kill
him while he slept, but he assured himself that he wouldn’t dare
get that close to her. The least of his concerns was getting an
heir. What he most needed was to secure his standing in the
novel.

Releasing his breath, he pulled out his
sword, satisfied when he noted the flicker of apprehension cross
her face. He didn’t think he could kill her since she didn’t
originate in this world, but maybe if she questioned her mortality
here, she’d get a better appreciation for his predicament. “I need
to practice in the courtyard,” he finally told her and lifted the
sword. “It wouldn’t do well to go lax on my skills in case you
decide to try to come after me.”

“You know very well that I couldn’t
find any weapons.”

His eyebrows rose. “I didn’t realize you
tried to find them.” He couldn’t read her expression, and that both
intrigued and alarmed him. As much as he wanted to know what she
was plotting, he knew he’d have to wait and see what stunts she’d
pull to get back to her world. Forcing a smile, he added, “You’re
welcome to watch me practice.”

“Can I have a sword?”

He chuckled. “Do you really think I’m so
foolish? I wouldn’t dare give you the skills you need in order to
get rid of me.”

“And what if you had to go into battle?
Wouldn’t you want someone who is qualified to fight with
you?”

“A queen’s job is to have children, not
engage in battle. Besides the fact that you intend to kill me, my
biggest criticism of your story is that you would go into battle
without an heir to take your place. What if you died? Who would
rule your kingdom?”

She crossed her arms and turned back to the
window. “I’m the author. I control each and every battle, and,” she
glanced over her shoulder and made eye contact with him, “I never
die. There’s no danger in my kingdom being without a ruler.”

“There wasn’t that danger when you were
in your world. You’re here now. And that means you’re just as
vulnerable as the rest of us.” At least that was a possibility.
There was the other possibility that she was invincible, but he’d
never give her that idea. It was better to let her think she could
die here. “Since I have no heir yet, you will do what good queens
do and stay out of battle.”

“I’ll never give you an heir,” she
snapped.

He thought he detected a hint of regret
underlying the anger in her tone but quickly dismissed it. She was
being difficult, as usual. “Not today of course.” He walked over to
the door. “I have more pressing things to tend to than getting
under your dress.”

She gasped. “You needn’t be so crude.”

“I’m merely stating a fact. I have a
possible issue to deal with, and I’ve wasted enough time talking to
you. We have a library here. Why don’t you read a book so you can
learn how to be submissive to your king like a good queen is
supposed to do?”

She gasped again, but this time she didn’t
remain still. She ran to the wall and picked up a sword. He hurried
out of the room before she could pursue him. As he rushed down the
steps, he made a mental note not to leave any weapons on the walls
of his planning room in the future. He suspected she had never used
one before, but there was no sense in finding out what damage she
could do if she swung the thing in his direction. Fortunately, he
made it to the courtyard unscathed and resumed his practice.


 


 


 


 Chapter
Seven

 


Sandy leaned against the cool wall of the
corridor and resisted the urge to bang her head against it. There
was no point in hurting herself because she was frustrated.

“Is there something you need, my
lady?”

With a weary sigh, she turned her head in the
guard’s direction. For ten days, she’d been closely monitored by
someone. Not only was it a huge pain to be followed at all times,
but there was a guard outside her bedchamber during the night. King
Blackheart left nothing to chance. She never should have created
such a devious and clever character.

“My lady?”

She straightened and proceeded down the
corridor, deciding to ignore the guard. It wasn’t his fault. He was
only doing what he was ordered to do, but she was sick of not being
able to do her own thing. And worse, she still had no idea how the
king managed to trap her here.

She walked outside on the edge of the
courtyard where the king and his knights were practicing their
sword fighting. Crossing her arms, she stopped and watched
Blackheart, willing him to grow uncomfortable under the intensity
of her glare. But he continued swinging his sword as if she wasn’t
there. He had to know she was there. He had a tendency to pick up
on the slightest change in his environment. Though that trait
impressed her, she refused to give voice to anything positive she
noticed about him.

After five minutes of staring at him with a
scowl on her face, she gave up trying to get him to look in her
direction and turned her attention to the steps that led to the
wall. She might as well check out the landscape again. The guard
still behind her, she reached the top of the wall and studied the
forest that spanned miles before her. Beyond the forest, she saw
the sunlight glimmer off the ocean. Her kingdom wasn’t too far from
there.

Grunting, she reminded herself that this
world was fiction. It didn’t really exist. Her so-called kingdom
was really an apartment, and she was a waitress, not a queen. Her
thoughts turned to her family and Caitlyn. There wasn’t a day that
went by that she didn’t wonder what they must be going through.
They would have the police looking for her, and the police wouldn’t
be able to find her. No one would guess she was stuck inside her
computer’s hard drive. Help wouldn’t come from outside. She had no
hope of escaping on her own. Besides Noel and two guards, she
didn’t know anyone. Noel and the guards were extremely loyal to
King Blackheart. They’d never betray him.

She spun around and looked back at the
courtyard which was below her. Again, she willed the king to look
up at her, to acknowledge her, to grow uncomfortable under the heat
of her stare. But he didn’t. For all he cared, she might as well
have been invisible.

A guard ran into the courtyard. Curious, she
focused on him as he approached the king. King Blackheart glanced
her way while the guard talked to him. She crossed her arms. King
Blackheart gestured to the guard beside her.

The guard nodded and turned to her. “Your
presence is required in the throne room.”

“Required?” she asked, thinking that
was an odd way of saying she was wanted in the throne
room.

“Yes. You have to go.”

“I have to?”

“Yes. The king won’t let you
refuse.”

“Oh really? And what is he going to do
if I refuse?”

He stared at her, unblinking. “Are you
refusing?”

She almost asked
him, What do you
think? but resisted the urge. Instead,
she said, “I have to tend to some personal matters.”

“That can wait.”

“I’m afraid it can’t. Not unless you
want me to make an unpleasant mess.”

“I don’t believe you need to go to the
privy.”

Before she could respond, he picked her up
and threw her over his shoulder. Stunned, she didn’t fight to get
away from him as he carried her down the stairs. The men around her
chuckled, and her face flushed in embarrassment. If King Blackheart
thought her guard could treat her like a wayward child in front of
his men and get her to agree to whatever he wanted, he had another
thing coming.

The guard strode across the courtyard, and as
they passed the king, she noticed a slight smirk on his face.
Aggravated, she yelled out, “I won’t do it! Whatever it is you have
planned, I won’t do it!”

“We’ll see,” he called out.

She grunted. She hated how certain he was
that he could get her to do anything he wanted. It only made her
more determined to resist him.

The guard carried her into the castle and to
the throne room, bouncing her on his shoulder like a sack of
potatoes. When he set her down, she realized he had placed her in
front of a man with a long blue satin robe and matching hat.

Her eyes grew wide. “The magician?” He looked
exactly the way she’d pictured him while she wrote the book, but…
“Didn’t King Blackheart kill you for betraying him to one of my
knights?”

“In your version of the story, that was
true, but we’re not in your version anymore,” the guard told her.
Turning to the magician, he added, “You know what to
do.”

“What? What does he have
to…”

A blue haze surrounded her, and she forgot
the rest of her question. She knew he was putting a spell on her.
She felt the magic reach out and penetrate her mind, dispelling all
protests from her. In its place was a very pleasant sensation.
Though a part of her realized she should be alarmed, she couldn’t
bring herself to care.

The door to the throne room opened, and she
turned in time to see King Blackheart stride across the room with a
priest, that knowing smirk still on his face. As much as she wanted
to narrow her eyes at him, her body wouldn’t obey. She felt a smile
form on her lips.

“You see, Father Augustine,” King
Blackheart began, motioning to her, “she’s quite agreeable to the
marriage.”

“Yes, I am.” She blinked
in shock. Good heavens but did that phrase just come out of her
mouth? And was she really smiling as if this was the best thing
that ever happened to her? She looked at the magician. She had no
idea she made him that
powerful.

Father Augustine’s shoulders relaxed. “I’m
relieved. While I understand much is at stake, my own life
included, I can’t bring myself to marry a man or woman against
their will.” With a smile, he stepped between the two thrones, one
for Blackheart and the other for her. “Please, come.”

To Sandy’s horror, she hurried over to him,
still smiling as if this was the best thing that ever happened to
her. She glanced at the magician and mentally grumbled. Who knew
magic could be so powerful? Blackheart walked toward her at an
annoyingly slow pace. She wished she could groan or roll her eyes,
but the magic only permitted her to give him a ridiculous grin. The
whole thing made her want to puke.

“Please, join hands,” Father Augustine
said.

Blackheart reached out and took her hands in
his, and as much as she wanted to pull them away, she clasped her
hands around his.

“The uniting of two lives is a splendid
thing,” the priest began. “You are joining more than two kingdoms.
You are joining your hearts, your lives, your hopes, your dreams.
From this moment forward, you will no longer be two, but you will
be one. It is a blessing.”

It was a curse, Sandy thought, but she
couldn’t say it. All she could do was smile like an idiot. She
tuned out the rest of Father Augustine’s spiel about the beauty of
marriage. Granted, she used to dream of being a bride. She was
almost one, long ago. She shoved the memories back into the
recesses of her mind. Josh was in the past, and that’s where he’d
always be. The jerk didn’t deserve to be remembered.

Her gaze focused on Blackheart, and she
wished she could slap that stupid smirk right off his face. The
thought crossed her mind that she could give him the same news she
gave to Josh shortly after he proposed to her. That would be the
easiest way out of the marriage, but what was the point? Blackheart
was a character in her story. He wasn’t real. None of this was
actually happening.

As real as it felt, this world and the people
in it stemmed from her imagination. This was all fake, and when she
found her way back to reality, everything that happened here would
be null and void. So it didn’t matter if she was married. She was
only married in the story, and any story could be rewritten. Even
so, it irked her that he dared to force her into something she
specifically said she didn’t want.

Father Augustine finally finished talking and
clasped his hands over theirs. “From day to day may your love
flourish and grow stronger, regardless of what happens, good or
bad. You have my blessing and are now husband and wife.” He let go
of their hands and motioned to the magician. “You may hand the king
the bride’s crown.”

The magician stepped forward with a delicate
gold crown with a few rubies embedded in it. Blackheart let go of
her hands and accepted the crown. She wanted to run off and get out
of this wretched castle, but the magic held her in place. He put
the crown on her head.

“Let your kingdoms prosper and your
subjects know peace,” Father Augustine said before he
bowed.

“Thank you for coming,” Blackheart told
him.

“It was an honor to be here for this
blessed event.”

Sandy inwardly groaned and
averted her gaze from the jovial men. Blessed event, indeed! It
was something alright, but blessed wasn’t the word she’d use to
describe it.

Once Father Augustine left, Blackheart
instructed the magician to undo his magic spell. The instant he
did, she was able to scowl at Blackheart.

“It’s good to have you back to your
normal self,” Blackheart dryly commented before turning to the
magician and guard. “I have it from here. You may
leave.”

The two men bowed and hastened out of the
room.

She crossed her arms and glared at him.
“Don’t think you’ve won. This was but one battle.”

“I did what was necessary,” Blackheart
replied, placing his hands behind his back. “As we speak, word is
being sent to your kingdom that Crystaline and Havenshire are
united.”

“I hate to admit it, but even with all
the things you’ve done to keep me prisoner, I never thought you’d
use magic to force me to marry you.”

“Now you know what it feels
like.”

“Now I know what
it feels
like?”

“You had me slaughter innocent people
and destroy villages against my will. I protested it each and every
step of the way,” he pointed to her, “but you made me do it. So
yes, now you know what it feels like to be forced to do something
against your will. It’s not very pleasant, is it?”

“There’s a big difference between you
and me.”

“Besides the fact that you’re stubborn
to a fault?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “If I’m
stubborn, I have good reason to be. I am the author of this story.
And not only am I the author, but I’m real. You are a work of
fiction. Once I’m back in my world, you will cease to exist.”

Because she’d make sure the first thing she
did was delete him from the story. She no longer even wanted to
kill him off. The sooner she was done with him, the better, and
there was no quicker way to be rid of him than to delete the entire
book. At this point, she was fine with the thought of quitting the
insane notion of writing a book altogether. It simply wasn’t worth
the aggravation. The last thing she needed was another psychotic
character abducting her.

“I was able to go into your world to
bring you here,” King Blackheart said in a low voice that demanded
her attention. “If I could materialize in your world, I’m
real.”

She stared at him but didn’t say anything.
She refused to give him the satisfaction of wondering how he
managed that feat, especially since he wasn’t supposed to be
real.

“It doesn’t matter what you think or
what you want,” he continued with a shrug. “The fact is, our
kingdoms are united now, and the story is finally going in the
direction it should have gone from the beginning.”

“And how does your version of my story
end? Do I fall off the wall because I’m miserable?”

“Why do you insist on killing people?
Is your life so morbid you have to enact such violence?”

“My life is just fine,
thank you very much.” Not that anything she did in her
real life
was any of his business, but she might as well humor him and tell
him why she was happy. “I have a decent job, a nice apartment, and
good friends. The only reason I was writing was because I had a
dream that needed to be written down.”

“Protest all you want, but I sense an
emptiness inside you.”

“That’s because I’m stuck here. Send me
back and the emptiness will go away,” she said through gritted
teeth. She didn’t know why his words irked her as much as they did.
They were just words. There was no validity to them, none that she
could see anyway.

“If you let me live, I’ll send you
back.”

After a long moment, she shook her head. “The
story isn’t yours. It’s mine.”

“Then you’ll stay here.” Taking a deep
breath, he straightened and extended his arm to her. “I’ll escort
you to your bedchamber so Noel can help you dress for our wedding
dinner.”

“You’re not getting into my
bed.”

“I don’t believe I mentioned doing
so.”

“I meant tonight or any other night.
You might have used magic on me to get me to marry you, but if you
so much as use magic to—”

“Enough,” he interrupted, his eyes
growing cold. “I know you take me for a villain, but I wouldn’t
make you do something that personal against your will.”

“You made me marry you. From where I
stand, that’s pretty personal.”

“I married you for political reasons.
It has nothing to do with affection.”

“If I remember right, and I’m sure I
do, you mentioned me having your child the night you brought me to
this prison.”

“In due time, I’m confident you’ll see
the error of your ways and will either write the story as it
should’ve been written in the first place or will fall in love with
me. I’m not opposed to the love story aspect, but I’ll take the
first scenario if we end up going our separate ways.”

“You are taking a lot for granted.” She
decided to leave their conversation on that note. At least she was
assured he wouldn’t be forcing himself on her in bed, and right
now, that was enough to ask for. “You may escort me to my
bedchamber, but I’m not touching your arm.”

Without another word, he led her out of the
throne room.


 


 


 


 Chapter
Eight

 


A very long week passed, and Sandy wasn’t any
closer to getting back to her world than she’d been when she first
got trapped in her story. When Blackheart wasn’t around, the guard
was her ever faithful companion, and from what she could see, he
didn’t even blink. He stared at her, as if he was afraid she’d
suddenly disappear. Blackheart could say all he wanted about him
not being a villain, but it was obvious that his men showed a
healthy amount of fear—or respect—for him. They didn’t dare do
anything to disobey him.

As had become her habit, she went for a walk
along the wall surrounding the castle. And she glared at Blackheart
as he and his men practiced their skill with their swords, but like
always, he refused to look in her direction. She stopped her
leisure stroll and watched the men practice their sword fighting,
another thing that had become her habit.

She had to find someone to sympathize with
her plight. But who? She scanned the courtyard below her. She
didn’t think any of the men would sympathize with her. Well, they
might feel sorry for her since she was imprisoned here, but they
wouldn’t do anything to free her. What she needed to do was think
outside the box. No one was going to save her. She needed to save
herself. But how?

Spying the magician as he walked toward his
quarters, a smile spread across her face. Of course! The answer was
so simple. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? She glanced over at
the guard who was talking to another guard. Good. He was
distracted, and better yet, since she hadn’t run off before, he
wouldn’t expect her to make a mad dash for freedom. Now was the
time to act.

She inched toward the stairs, her gaze going
to the guard as she did so. He laughed at something the other guard
said. The other two guards lining the wall didn’t pay any attention
to her, probably since they were used to seeing her every day. She
studied the men one more time to make sure they were distracted.
Once she was assured they were, she broke into a run down the
stairs, making sure she stayed close to the wall so no one would
see her.

She slipped in through the door that led to
an underground tunnel that would take her to the castle. Who knew
all her weeks of exploring the place would prove so beneficial? The
only reason the king hadn’t prevented her from having free rein
over the place was because he assumed one of his guards would
always be watching her. Well, his guards were bored of their task,
and that boredom made it easier for her to escape.

She paused as she came to the place where the
tunnel separated into two parts. The torches lining the walls gave
her ample light to proceed, but she had to remember which way led
to the room where Blackheart organized his battles. The magician
kept his quarters close to that one. The wrong way would take her
to the servants’ quarters. Finally, she decided to go right,
praying she chose the right path.

Surely by now, the guard would realize she
was missing. He’d either send out an alarm or quietly try to find
her. She hoped it’d be the latter. If he didn’t want to disgrace
himself by letting the king know he lost her, then it’d take
everyone longer to find her. With any luck, by the time they
spotted her, she’d be in another form.

When she reached the end of the tunnel, she
climbed the steps. Behind her, all was silent. That was a good
sign. The stairs ended at a wooden door, and she opened it a crack,
suddenly mindful of the fact that the guard might be waiting for
her. But luck was on her side. Blackheart’s planning room was
vacant. Relieved, she slipped into it and shut the door which faded
into the wall. No doubt, that was the magician’s doing.

She hurried to the window and peered down at
the courtyard, careful not to expose herself as she did so. As she
suspected, the guard was too proud to tell the king he’d lost her.
At the moment, he was going in through the door that led to the
tunnels. Good. That should buy her just enough time to do what she
came here for.

She made it to the door and slowly opened it.
Since there was only silence, she quietly stepped out of the room
and softly closed the door. Glancing both ways down the hall, she
saw it was clear and proceeded to make her way to the magician’s
quarters. The magician hadn’t been important in her story, so he
shouldn’t have received quarters in the king’s castle. But
Blackheart had changed a few things around, and in this version of
the story, the magician probably played a better role.

She continued to scan the
dim corridor on her way to the magician’s door. When she finally
reached it, she tapped on it, hoping the magician’s hearing was
good because she didn’t dare knock any louder in case someone else
heard. In agonizing silence, she waited. Please be here, please be here. If that guard found her before the magician granted her
request, she’d be in trouble. Blackheart allowed her enough freedom
to check out the entire castle, but he’d probably have her confined
to her bedchamber if she was caught.

After what seemed like an hour, the magician
finally opened the door. His eyes grew wide when he saw her. “My
lady, what are you doing here?”

She pressed her finger to her lips and
entered his room, not bothering to wait for an invitation. This was
a matter of servitude and her freedom. Good manners could wait. She
motioned for him to shut his door.

With a shrug, he obeyed and turned his
attention back to her. “What does the queen need with me?”

“You owe me a favor,” she told him.
Yes, that was a good way to begin. Make him think he didn’t have an
option.

“Do I?”

“Yes. You used magic on me to make me
marry the king. That was against my will. Since you did that, you
owe me enough magic to do something I want.”

He clasped his hands in front of him. For a
moment, she thought he was going to refuse to help her, but then he
said, “Fair enough. What do you want?”

“I want you to change me into something
that can leave this castle undetected.”

“You don’t like being the queen
here?”

“You force me into a marriage I didn’t
want and have the audacity to ask me that?”

“You haven’t been married for long. I
thought in due time, you’d come to be content. It’s not a bad place
to live, my lady, and King Blackheart is more than
fair.”

She grunted. “That’s your opinion. Now, will
you change me into something that can get out of this place or
not?”

“I will.” He went over to a shelf lined
with vials of different colored liquids. “Will anything
suffice?”

“Anything that will hide my identity
and make it easy for me to get out of here.” As an afterthought,
she added, “I want to be able to change back into me.”

“Very well.” He scanned the wall and
picked out a purple and black vial. “What you require is simple
enough, but you only have twenty-four hours until this potion wears
off.”

“I understand.” Excited, she watched as
he mixed the liquid into a cup. This was it! She was going to get
out of here. Recalling her apartment, she asked, “Do you know how I
can get back to my world? The world that King Blackheart abducted
me from?”

“No, I don’t know how to move between
worlds.”

“Is there anyone besides the king who
does?”

He poured the mixture into a new vial and
handed it to her. “Let me check.”

She studied the triangular vial filled
halfway with the swirl of purple and black liquids while he went
over to a book resting on his bookshelf. She brought the vial to
her nose and sniffed it. It didn’t smell bad. A little tangy but
sweet, too. How intriguing that this should contain a potion potent
enough to change her form so she could escape. But she only had
twenty-four hours. She hoped that was enough time to find her way
to her apartment.

The magician opened a book and sorted through
the pages until he found the one he was looking for. “Ah, there it
is. There is a creature who knows the portal that will take you
back to your world. He isn’t easy to find, despite the myths and
legends that abound about him in this land. You’ll have to find the
unicorn whose name no one knows.”

Recalling the legend Gen Evermore told her,
she stared at the magician in disbelief. “But this unicorn is
neither here nor there, and the only one who can control him is the
person who knows his name.”

Closing the book, he placed it back on the
shelf and turned to her. “I urge you to give the king a chance. He
is not the monster you made him out to be.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You would say
that, considering the fact that you’re his magician. You’ve sworn
allegiance to him, have you not?”

“I have, but that doesn’t negate my
concern for your safety.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m the author of this
story. Nothing bad can happen to me. Well, nothing physically bad.”
While she might have to marry King Blackheart, she couldn’t die
here. This world, while real to her characters, was still a work of
fiction. Since she originated outside this world, she wasn’t really
a part of it. “Now, how do I find out the unicorn’s name?”

He shook his head. “I can’t. In all good
conscience, I can’t lead you into certain danger.”

“But you could marry me to the big
oaf?”

“I didn’t marry you.”

“No, not technically. You just made it
so that I agreed to the stupid marriage like a lovesick teenager.”
The whole thing still made her want to gag. “Whether you want to
admit it or not, you had a crucial part in enslaving me to him.
Now, I demand you tell me how to find the unicorn’s name. If you
won’t obey me because of your guilt, then obey me because I’m now
you’re queen.”

“If you were writing this story, you
could make up any name and it would suffice, but that isn’t the
case here.” He paused. “My lady, you don’t know what you’re asking.
You’d have to go to the Lake of Many Woes, and there’s no guarantee
that you are invincible in this world. Only the unicorn survived
the lake, and things didn’t go as he planned.”

Sure that no harm could come to her, she held
out her hand. “Give me a knife.”

“My lady?”

“A knife. I’m going to prove that what
you fear is for naught.”

He stared at her hand for a long moment then
shook his head. “No. I can’t have you do that. I’ll just tell you
what you want to know. The lake is in Reinhold. You’ll have to go
through the Havenshire forest and go west. Once you reach the
ocean, you’ll have to go across it until you reach Reinhold. When
you get there, you’ll need to take the golden path. On the path,
you’ll come to a fork in the road. Go to the left, and it’ll take
you to the Grim Reaper’s Path. The lake is hidden somewhere in
there.”

“Thank you.” She turned to leave but
stopped and faced him. “I don’t want you telling the king or anyone
else about this.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Satisfied, she clutched the vial to her chest
and opened his door a crack, making sure no one was there. Good.
There was no commotion. The guard still hadn’t told the king he
lost her. She slipped out of the magician’s room and softly shut
the door. She wondered when she should drink the potion. He had
only granted her twenty-four hours to make her way out of this
prison.

With a shrug, she decided to take it right
away. It wasn’t like it’d take her a full day to get out of the
castle. She took another sniff of it to prepare herself for the
taste and drank it. Surprisingly, it wasn’t too bad. A little on
the tart side but doable. She placed the vial aside and waited. For
a moment, she thought nothing was going to happen and was ready to
barge right back into the magician’s room and demand he help
her.

But then her body warmed and tingled. Then
her limbs shrunk and fur grew on her body. She tried to gasp when
she realized that the magician had changed her into a mouse, but
the gasp came out as a squeak. She shivered. This had to be the
most disgusting thing that had ever happened to her!

The sound of people running spurred her to
action. The guard knew she had escaped, and if she wasn’t careful,
she’d end up right back where she started—under the ever-watchful
eye of the king. She scurried across the stone floor, barely noting
how cold it was in her hurry to get out of sight. She glanced
around for a place to hide. Since she was a mouse, she should be
able to hide just about anywhere. All she needed was a hole or a
crack large enough to slip through. But the walls were surprisingly
sealed. She squeaked in aggravation and kept running.

She rounded a corner and stopped when she saw
the steps. When she was in human form, those steps didn’t seem
nearly as steep as they did now. Gulping, she backed up against the
wall. There was no way she wanted to even try to go down those.
With a tentative glance over her shoulder, she saw the shadows of
the guards on the floor as they headed in her direction. Her nose
twitched in irritation. If she was gray, she might be able to blend
in with the stone, but she was white. They’d spot her right
away!

Bracing herself, she ran to the edge of the
step and leapt off of it. A squeak left her throat as she hurdled
down to the next one. She landed on her back, but despite the pain
shooting down her legs, she rolled onto her feet and continued
going down the steps. Each step got easier, and by the time she
landed at the bottom, she had mastered the ability to land on her
feet.

But she didn’t have time to enjoy her
victory. The guards were descending the stairs. That left her with
little time to find a suitable hiding place. She ran across the
hallway, huddled toward the wall as she made her way toward the
kitchen. There would be lots of places to hide in there. She picked
up the scent of cheese, and her stomach rumbled in anticipation.
With a place this big, she could have a real feast!

Startled, she shook her head. She was not a
mouse! She was a person. By now the guards were at the bottom of
the stairs. Panicking, she shoved the thought of delicious cheese
aside and scampered to the kitchen, glad the door was ajar. She
found a small table near the door and hid under it, her heart
beating frantically as the guards came crashing into the room.

“What is the meaning of this?” one of
the cooks demanded, her voice booming in Sandy’s ears.

Sandy winced. Being so small meant everything
sounded louder than what she was used to. Thankfully, she wouldn’t
remain in this form for longer than a day.

“The queen has run off,” the guard told
the cook. “Have you seen her?”

“No one’s been in here but you and your
friends.”

“She must have passed through the hall.
Did you see anyone run by here?”

“No, I haven’t seen or heard anyone. Do
you think she’s in danger?”

“Not likely. She’s giving the poor king
a hard time.”

She snorted. The poor king, indeed! She was a
prisoner and they were sympathetic toward him? She had a mind to
delete this entire book once she returned to her realm. Never did
she think her characters would turn such a blind eye to the
distress of their author.

She saw the guard’s feet turn as he addressed
the others. “Go further down the hall and see if she’s in any of
the other rooms.” While they hurried to obey him, his feet returned
to their previous position, indicating he was facing the cook
again. “The king will not be pleased if it turns out you’re helping
her leave this castle.”

“Why would I do such a thing?” the cook
asked.

“Sympathy?”

“Sympathy? If the queen had her way, my
son would be dead.”

Sandy’s whiskers twitched. Just what did the
cook mean by that? She never harmed the cook’s son. She hadn’t
killed anyone in the time she’d been in this realm.

Someone ran into the room, and she peered
around the table leg to see who it was. She narrowed her eyes at
the familiar boots with the heart and two swords etched on the
heels. It was the king.

“Where is she?” the king demanded, not
hiding the distress in his voice.

Curious that he should sound frightened
instead of angry, she scooted closer to the table leg and peered up
him. His breathing was fast, as if he’d been running, and his eyes
were wide in shock.

The guard knelt before him. “Forgive me, my
lord. I let her escape.”

He shook his head and motioned for him to
stand. “It was bound to happen sooner or later. She’s not any
closer to being reasonable than she was the day I brought her
here.”

Her fur whiskers stiffened. Unreasonable? He
abducted her and forced her into marriage, and she was
unreasonable?

The sound of something licking its lips
caught her attention. Turning around, she saw a cat staring at her,
one side of its mouth curled into a smile. Her paws grew tense as
she debated which way to run from the beast. And to think just
earlier that week, she picked up the monstrous furball and petted
him!

The cat narrowed its eyes at her and lifted
its paw and swatted at her. She squeaked and ran away from it, but
it placed its other paw in front of her, successfully blocking her
from getting away. She squeaked again and scurried in the opposite
direction, only to be blocked a second time. Her nose twitched in a
mixture of fear and aggravation. The stupid thing was playing with
her!

“What’s that cat doing in here?” the
cook asked as she went over to the table.

Good. Maybe the cook would get the foul beast
away from her. Sandy dodged the cat’s paw again just as the cook
looked under the table. What came next was a very shrill scream
that nearly knocked Sandy on her back. Good grief but the cook had
a healthy pair of lungs! She could wake the dead with her
scream.

“What is it?” the king called
out.

“Nothing to worry about, my lord,” the
cook quickly replied. “It’s just a mouse.”

Sandy tried to scamper away, but the cat
slammed its paw on her tail. She whirled around and tried to bite
the stupid animal, but the king knelt down and wrapped his hand
around her. With a squeak, she wiggled, but her effort was in vain.
Even though his hold on her wasn’t tight, it was firm enough to
prevent her escape.

“Since when do we have mice in the
castle?” the king asked, studying her.

The cook, eyes wide and hand pressed to her
chest, gasped. “We keep the kitchen very clean, my lord. We haven’t
seen one in over a year.”

She squeaked again and dug her nails into his
hand in a futile attempt to get him to drop her.

He clucked his tongue and shook his head at
her. “There’s something different about this mouse. It seems to be
intelligent.”

How could he tell that? She looked like any
other mouse.

“I don’t know the difference between
one mouse or another,” the guard began, coming over to her and
studying her, “but I don’t see what’s so special about this
one.”

“The eyes are following us. When the
cook was talking, its gaze went to her. When I talked, its gaze
went to me, and when you talked, its gaze went to you. It’s taking
note of our conversation. A regular mouse wouldn’t do
that.”

Drats! How was she to know something so
simple could work against her?

“Give me something to keep this mouse
in,” the king told the cook.

The cook scanned the room. “Alright. I’m sure
we have something around here that will work.” Finally, she snapped
her fingers and hurried to a shelf where she grabbed a steel
colander and set it on the table. Then she retrieved a china plate.
“Put it in there, and I’ll set this plate on top of it. We’ll use a
heavy weight to secure it.”

Sandy squeaked in protest, but the king
placed her in the colander and the cook placed the plate swiftly
over it. She scrambled for a way to nudge the plate off her new
prison, but it didn’t budge. She rammed into the side of the
colander, but it did no good. She was trapped. Once again, trapped.
Letting out one last defeated squeak, she gave up and settled onto
her stomach to wait for whatever the king would do.


 


 


 


 Chapter
Nine

 


“So you gave her a potion that turned
her into a mouse?” Gavin asked, unable to believe his
ears.

Sure, he suspected she was the mouse he’d
captured in the kitchen, but even so, the realization that she
drank a potion so she could become one still surprised him. Was she
so eager to get away from him that she’d turn herself into a
rodent?

The magician let out a frustrated sigh and
sat in the chair by his bookshelf. “I really wish you and the queen
could manage your own affairs without involving me in them. My job
is to protect this kingdom, not cater to your every whim.”

Gavin clasped his hands behind his back and
stepped toward him. “My marriage to her is protecting the kingdom.
Need I remind you that she originally wrote this story so that her
kingdom would torch ours? I’m not the only one who was set to die
in her final scene.”

“Granted, that’s true,” he
acknowledged.

“And if she escapes and King Petros
captures her, he’ll send her back to her world. If that happens,
she will complete the story as she intended. I have yet to convince
her that letting this kingdom remain is good for
everyone.”

“She made a convincing argument when
she was here.”

“Which was?”

“That I owed her since I forced her to
marry you.”

Gavin huffed and examined the vials of
different potions the magician kept on hand. “You owe her nothing.
This story is under my control now, and I’m not about to jeopardize
everything just because the author doesn’t like being here.” He
gestured to the potions. “Do you have anything that will change her
back into a woman?”

“The potion I gave her will wear off
tomorrow.”

“I guess that isn’t too long.” And who
knew? Maybe being a mouse for a day would give her a new
perspective on her situation. “Alright. I’ll wait it out.” He
headed for the door but turned back to face the magician. “You
won’t be giving the queen any more magic.”

He nodded. “Understood, my lord.”

Satisfied, Gavin left the magician’s quarters
and headed for his bedchamber. Well, at least that was settled.
Sandy wouldn’t use any more magic to try to escape. He had no idea
what to do with her, except stay with her at all times. If he had
to chain her to himself, he would. Too much was at stake to risk
losing her again.

As he reached his bedchamber, the guard by
the door straightened.

“I trust no one has come to talk to the
queen,” Gavin told the guard.

“She’s been alone the whole time, my
lord.”

“Good.”

It wasn’t that Gavin delighted in isolating
her from everyone, but he didn’t see what other choice he had. He’d
given her full range of the castle, and he gave her all the time
she wanted to be away from him. He hadn’t even ventured to her
bedchamber to insist they consummate the marriage. His effort to
give her sufficient time to get used to his kingdom, to see for
herself that he and his people were worth saving, had been in
vain.

Despite his frustration, he managed a polite
smile to the guard. “You are relieved of duty for the rest of the
day.”

Before the guard could reply, he opened the
door to his bedchamber and entered it. He shut the door and made
his way across the rug that led to the table near his fireplace. It
was on this table where he’d placed Sandy in a cage he retrieved
from a local shop owner. Even if she had fur on her body in her
current form, he didn’t want her to catch a chill. The fall weather
had descended on the land, cooling things when the sun settled for
the evening, and evening would be coming soon.

He knelt in front of her cage. Even if Sandy
was still in mouse form, he noted the familiar spark in her eyes
and shook his head. “Will you always fight me?”

She squeaked, her whiskers twitching in what
he could only assume was defiance.

“Forget I asked,” he muttered. “Well,
just so you know, you will stay in this cage until you turn back
into a woman. According to the magician, that will be tomorrow
afternoon. So, in the meantime, you’ll have to be content to nibble
on cheese.”

He gathered a couple of cheese cubes from the
tray beside her cage and lifted the top so he could set them in her
food dish. Noting that her water dish was still full, he closed the
lid and latched it. “I’ll take you out of there when you’re ready
to change back into a person.”

She squeaked again and turned to the
cheese.

“I’ll assume you thanked me,” he
replied, thinking that would be better than admitting he knew she
had some clever retort in mind instead.

At least she was eating her cheese. He’d hate
to think she’d starve herself in protest to being here. Directing
his attention to the armoire, he sorted through clothes suitable
for dinner. He still wore the clothes he’d been wearing during his
fighting practice, and he needed to wash up. Once he selected what
he’d wear, he planned to take a bath. He glanced at Sandy who was
happily nibbling on her cheese. If the sight of him bathing
disturbed her, she’d have to look the other way. He wasn’t going to
change his routine just because she was in the room with him. It
was her decision to become a mouse and try to run off.

He took out the clothes he’d wear to the
banquet hall and pulled the cord on the wall to alert the servants
to bring up his bath. With a glance in her direction, he saw she’d
finished one cube and was licking her paws. He went over to the
cage and peered down at her.

“You don’t eat that well at the banquet
hall,” he said.

She looked up from her paws and squeaked.

“It’s too bad you’re not a talking
mouse.” While he might not like what she had to say, he didn’t like
guessing what she was thinking.

She squeaked again then went to her water
dish so she could drink some water.

Someone knocked on the door, so he stood up.
“You may enter.”

When the servants came in with his tub and
pails of water to fill it with, he gestured to the area in the room
where he usually bathed. It wasn’t completely out of Sandy’s view,
but it wasn’t right in front of her either. He saw no reason to
move his furniture around to hide himself from her, and he never
bothered to acquire a screen to undress behind. He waited in
silence while they filled his tub then thanked them.

As they left the room, he turned toward Sandy
who let out a tentative squeak. Deciding it best if he add humor to
the situation, he grinned and winked. “You’re free to watch if you
wish.”

She squeaked again and turned her back to
him.

He didn’t know whether he was amused or
disappointed by her reaction. It was a totally female thing for her
to do—being too shy to watch. But since he was her husband, he’d
like to think she had a slight interest in seeing him naked.
Pushing the thoughts aside, he disrobed and placed his soiled
clothes in the basket by the tub. Before he got into the tub, he
picked up a bar of soap and a washcloth. He ventured another look
in her direction and saw that she’d been watching him. She quickly
turned her back to him. A smile crossed his face as he stepped into
the tub. Well, maybe his wife had a spark of interest in him after
all.

 


***

 


The next afternoon, Sandy peered up as the
king opened the door to her cage. She could feel that she was about
to transform back into her normal body and was relieved he hadn’t
forgotten. She assumed she would have broken the cage as she grew
to her full human length, but for all she knew, it might prevent
her from changing.

He extended his hand toward her. “Your time
has come to transform, my queen.”

Her skin tingled, warning her that she better
get going. She ran into his hand.

To her surprise, he lifted her gently toward
him and kissed her head. “It’ll be nice to have you back, though I
admit it was a lot more peaceful with you as a mouse.”

She squeaked at his comment. Peaceful as a
mouse, indeed! As a mouse, she could have spread disease if she
really wanted to.

Though he placed her on the bed, he set his
hand over her so she couldn’t run off. “I know better than to take
my chances, Sandy. You’re not getting away from me again.”

Just where did he think she was going to go?
As soon as she ran off, she’d change back into a woman and be easy
to find. To her dismay, he kissed her again. She groaned but it
came out as a squeak. What on earth was he doing?

“I’ve decided my approach up to now has
been all wrong,” he began and rubbed his fingers behind her ears in
a strangely soothing motion that calmed her. “Up to now, I’ve given
you all the distance you’ve needed, thinking that you would
discover it’s not so bad here. But I don’t believe that day will
come as long as I keep giving you your space. Things are going to
be different from now on. We’re going to spend all of our time
together.”

Alarmed, she looked at him and squeaked.

He chuckled and patted her head with his
finger. “I’m going to be a very attentive and caring husband.”

She didn’t like the sound of this. She
wiggled in an attempt to slip away from his hand, but he collected
her in both hands and sat up, keeping her securely against him.
With a squeaky protest, she finally stopped fighting him and
settled down.

He gave her another kiss. “Get used to me
showering you with affection, sweetie.”

She was tempted to nip at him in warning, but
her body warmed and lengthened. The fur disappeared, her features
changed, and her blonde hair flowed down her back. The world around
her no longer seemed like a giant’s castle. It took her a moment to
realize she was sitting on the king’s lap. Before she could jump
off of him, he embraced her and let his lips settle on hers.

She turned her head, thankfully ending the
kiss. “You will refrain from kissing me in the future,” she
demanded.

“No, I don’t think so,” he replied,
giving her an affectionate hug.

“Why are you doing this?”

“I told you. Nothing I’ve done so far
has worked. I might as well change tactics.”

Wonderful. So not only was he being
sickeningly sweet, but he wasn’t even being sincere. She tried to
push away from him, but he was too strong for her. Curse her weaker
body! It was to his advantage he was a man, especially one who
exercised on a regular basis.

“This is just the beginning,” he
continued, not at all disturbed that she was trying to push him
away. “I’ll have Noel bring your things into this
bedchamber.”

She gasped and stilled her movements. “You
expect me to share a bed with you?”

“Only share. We will not actually do
anything interesting. Not unless you want to.” He wiggled his
eyebrows and smiled suggestively at her.

Gagging, she said, “No way, pal.”

“Bummer.”

“Let me go.”

“I fully intend to release you, but you
have two options.”

Of course. She rolled her eyes. She should
have seen this coming. “What options?”

“You will either stay within a few feet
of me willingly or we’ll be handcuffed together. If you try to run
off, the handcuffs go on so choose wisely.”

“There are no handcuffs in this
world.”

“There weren’t any handcuffs until I
ordered the magician to create a pair. They’re voice activated.
Only my voice will free you from them. So,” he shot her a smug
grin, “which will it be?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I don’t
believe you have any handcuffs.”

“Come now, Sandy. You know I don’t
bluff.”

“I need to see them.” If he thought she
was going to blindly accept anything he said, he had another thing
coming.

“Fine. I’ll show you.” He gave her a
quick kiss and set her on her feet. Before she could run out of the
room, he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her against
his side. “They’re right over here.”

Reluctant, she walked across the room with
him to the table that was holding the cage she’d been in while in
mouse form.

He pulled out the drawer and picked up the
handcuffs. “Open,” he said.

The handcuffs opened, and her jaw dropped.
“That’s not possible. You need a key.”

“Close,” he said and the handcuffs
obeyed. “A key isn’t necessary in this world. Now, you tell the
handcuffs to open.”

Though she suspected the handcuffs wouldn’t
obey her the way they obeyed him, she sighed. “Open.”

The handcuffs remained closed.

“Believe me now?” he asked. “So, will
we be wearing handcuffs or not?”

“Not,” she muttered.

With a pleased smile, he returned the
handcuffs to the drawer and closed it. “Oh, before you think you
can steal them, I had the magician throw a spell over this table.
I’m the only person who can open that drawer.”

“Well, congratulations. You’ve thought
of everything.”

“I have to if I’m to stay one step
ahead of you.” He turned her so that she was facing him and clasped
his hands behind her waist. “I couldn’t help but notice you watch
me while I practice sword fighting with my men.”

So he did notice her while she stared at him
every day. She knew it!

“You’re in luck. Not only will I let
you be right there with us, but I’ll even teach you some
maneuvers.”

“Is that a good idea? I might stab you
in the heart or chop off your head.”

He chuckled. “You don’t have it in you to
hurt anyone.”

“I was ready to kill you in the last
chapter of this book.”

“You were writing it. Writing something
is different from actually doing it.” With a shrug, he added, “If
you’d rather stand by my side and watch, that’s fine. It doesn’t
matter to me so long as you’re with me, where you
belong.”

“I’ll practice.” Watching him had
proven to be a very boring experience, and quite frankly, she’d
like to do something other than sit, walk, stand, sleep, or eat.
Even waitressing at Jack’s diner right now seemed exciting to all
the restless days she’d spent in this castle. “You win. I’ll let
you teach me what you know, and I won’t run off.”

Bringing her closer to him, he kissed her,
this time letting his lips linger on hers. This time she didn’t try
to push him away. She told herself it was because there was no
point in fighting him. Her attempts to get away had been in vain,
and she wasn’t stupid enough to keep doing what wasn’t working. But
even as she rationalized her willingness to let him kiss her, a
deeper part of her secretly enjoyed the way he kissed her. If
nothing else could be said for him, he was a good kisser.

He released her waist and slipped his arm
around hers. “Have you ever held a sword before?”

“No. I had no need for one in my
world.”

“Good. Then we’ll start with how you
hold one.”

She nodded as they left his bedchamber.
“Alright.” At least this would be more interesting than being a
spectator.


 


 


 


 Chapter
Ten

 


Sandy lifted the sword but Blackheart cleared
his throat. Annoyed, she put it back to her side, ignoring the
other men who were practicing in the courtyard.

“When you lift your sword, you need to
point it toward your opponent, not straight up in the air,”
Blackheart instructed as he demonstrated the maneuver.

“We’ve spent a half hour on how I lift
the sword,” she replied with a groan.

“You’re not taking this seriously. The
first part of any fight starts with your mind. You need to be
focused.” He pointed to her forehead.

She swatted his hand away. “I am
focused.”

“No, you’re not. You’re treating this
like it’s a game.”

“Well, it’s not like I’m really going
to fight someone. If I really want to get you, I’ll do it when
you’re sleeping.” She smirked and feigned a stabbing motion with
her hand, directing it at his chest.

He laughed and grabbed her hand before she
had time to pull it back. “You underestimate me. Even when I sleep,
I’m aware of what’s going on around me.”

She rolled her eyes. “Sure.”

“It’s true. A good warrior never lets
his guard down.” He released her hand. “Fighting with a sword is
more about keeping your opponent away from you.” He helped her lift
the sword, demonstrating how to properly hold it. “Your opponent
will keep advancing toward you. Your sword is for protection. You
only take the offensive when you need to strike, and when you
strike, you must be quick and know exactly where to hit
him.”

He let go of her hand. “Now, try it
again.”

She stared at the sword. Just how much did
she want to learn how to fight with it? It wasn’t like she’d ever
need to use it. “I’m tired. It’s been a long day, what with
changing from a mouse into a human and all.” Lowering the sword,
she held the handle to him. “I think I’ll sit down and contemplate
why I ever became a writer to begin with.”

He accepted the sword and grinned. “You
possess such wit. But I can answer your quandary. You became a
writer so I could exist. You are here so I will live.”

“And will I return to my
world?”

His grin faltered.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “So you have no
intention of returning me to my world?”

To her dismay, he didn’t answer her. Instead,
he handed the sword to a guard.

Up to now, she had assumed that once she gave
him an heir, he’d send her back to her world. Not that he’d get the
heir. Nothing he could do would change that. But she believed his
intentions were to temporarily keep her here.

She waited for him to turn his attention back
to her before she spoke. “I don’t belong here. I have friends and
family in my world. They have to be going crazy with worry about
me.”

“Time has no meaning here. For them,
it’s as if you never disappeared.”

“That can only be true if I return.
Since you obviously have no intention of sending me back, they’re
bound to notice I’m no longer there.”

He dismissed her logic with a wave of his
hand. “Things are different here.” He turned to his men and clapped
his hands. “That’ll be it for today! We’ll practice again
tomorrow.”

Crossing her arms, she tapped her foot on the
grass and willed him to look at her. When he did, she said, “It’s
not fair for you to keep me here, Blackheart, and you know it.”

“Gavin.”

She blinked. “What?”

“My name is Gavin. True, my last name
is Blackheart, but I prefer to be called by my first name,
especially when my wife is the one talking to me.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re
avoiding the topic.”

“Oh? What topic is that?”

“What topic is…” She clenched her
hands. “You know very well what topic.”

“Come along, Sandy.” He gently took her
by the elbow and led her into the castle. “We have to get ready for
dinner. I’m sure after eating nothing but cheese, you’ll have a new
appreciation for roasted meat and vegetables.”

“Gavin, I demand you answer me at
once!”

Bringing her into his arms, he kissed her.
She didn’t know whether to be mortified or angry. They were in
front of others who were lingering about the hallway. He should
know better than to do something like this. He was a king, not a
commoner. Did she write him so that he lacked any sense of modesty?
When he finally released her, she stared at him. The only reason
she didn’t slap him was because she was too stunned.

Ignoring the group of people who watched
them, he smiled and slid his arm around her waist. He prompted her
forward. “If you like, I can have the cooks prepare one of your
favorite dishes. Just say the word, and it’ll be done.”

She glanced at several people who had the
decency to lower their gazes and hurry off down the hall.

“Let me guess,” he ventured, an
irritatingly satisfied smile on his face. “When you wrote me, I was
a raw meat eater, and since I was the villain at the time, I assume
you wanted to show my thirst for blood. However, I have no such
thirst. As sorry as I am to disappoint you, all of my meat has to
be cooked. A medium-well is fine, but raw will not do. But that is
neither here nor there. We’re discussing your culinary preferences.
When you wrote scenes where you ate, there were roasts, baked fish,
quail-”

“I’ve never had quail,” she
clarified.

He studied her. “Then why did you write down
that you enjoyed it?”

“So I could write something different.
I couldn’t keep saying I was eating the same thing all the
time.”

“You didn’t seem to mind if I was
eating the same thing every day.”

“But you didn’t always eat raw meat the
same way. Sometimes you ate the heart of an animal after cutting it
out.”

He grimaced. “Yes, I remember. Funny how you
didn’t mention the fact that I threw up afterwards.”

“You weren’t supposed to throw
up.”

They climbed the stairs, and though she made
an attempt to get in front of him, he kept his arm securely around
her waist. “Of course I threw up! That was absolutely disgusting.
What kind of monster do you take me for?” She opened her mouth, but
he interrupted, “Never mind. I remember exactly who it is that I
was supposed to be. Don’t worry, though. I won’t hold your error
against you.”

With a sigh, she shook her head.

They reached the top of the steps, and he
turned her so that she was facing him. “I’m actually a cuddly and
sweet guy.”

“And persistent.”

“Yes, that’s also true.” He lowered his
head, and assuming he was going to kiss her, she turned her head.
Chuckling, his lips brushed her neck. “I was going to whisper in
your ear that you’re persistent, too.” He raised his head. “I guess
the real question is, which one of us is more so.”

“Does it matter?”

“Of course it does. The one who is more
persistent will win. And I,” he brushed her cheek with the back of
his hand, “am more persistent than you are.”

She rolled her eyes but didn’t argue as he
led her down the hall. “Where are you taking me?” she asked as they
passed her bedchamber.

“We need to get dressed for
dinner.”

She slowed her steps, though he kept urging
her forward. “What are your intentions?”

“I think you know exactly what they
are.”

Pushing away from him, she stopped walking.
“I’m not sleeping with you.”

“Sure you are. At some point, we will
even consummate the marriage.”

“No we won’t.”

“Maybe not tonight…if you can resist
me.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

Rolling her eyes, she muttered, “Resisting
you isn’t a problem.”

He shot her a wounded look. “I got the
impression you didn’t mind my kisses.”

“It’s not like you gave me a
choice.”

She waited for him to respond, but he led her
into his bedchamber and pulled the cord on the wall. Turning to
face her, he smiled and clasped his hands behind his back.

When he didn’t say anything, her eyebrows
furrowed. “What are you up to?”

He approached her and cupped her face in his
hands. “I’m not up to anything.”

His thumbs caressed her cheeks, and though
she wanted to pull away from him, there was something hypnotic
about the way he was touching her. It was so soft. So gentle. It’d
been a long time since anyone touched her that way.

“You don’t have to keep fighting me,”
he whispered. “We’re a good match.”

The knock at the door saved her from having
to respond. He stepped around her and headed for the door. She
swallowed the lump in her throat. When she opened her eyes, she
turned her gaze to the servants who were bringing in two tubs.
“What’s going on here?” she asked as they set the tubs close to
each other.

“We can’t go to the banquet hall
smelling like we were in combat,” Gavin told her as more servants
brought in pails of steaming water.

“Hold on,” she told several servants
who were ready to pour the water into her tub. “I can’t take a bath
in front of,” she motioned to Gavin, “him.” Her face warmed as she
made eye contact with him. “It’s a matter of privacy.”

“Of course.” He nodded and directed the
servants to put her tub behind the large dressing screen that had
been in her bedchamber. “If you require assistance, Noel will be
happy to help.”

Noel, who stood to the side, held neatly
folded towels. She bowed. “I’ll do whatever you wish, my lady.”

“I can give myself a bath,” Sandy
replied, walking over to her. While the servants placed her tub
behind the dressing screen, she lowered her voice. “But maybe you
can help with the evening gown.”

“You’re going to willingly wear a
gown?” she whispered.

“Yeah, I guess.” She rolled her eyes,
and smiled when Noel giggled. “But it has to be when the king isn’t
in the room, and I don’t want him to know I volunteered for it.”
She glanced at Gavin who was telling one of the servants what he
wanted the cooks to make for dinner. Directing her attention back
to Noel, she added, “There’s no sense in giving Blackheart a swell
head.”

“My lips are sealed,” Noel promised.
“When you are ready for me, send word and I’ll return.”

With a nod, Sandy retreated behind the
dressing screen so Gavin wouldn’t see her take a bath.

Soon, it was just the two of them in the
bedchamber, and the whole thing would have been awkward had it not
been for the fact that Gavin sang ballads. He hit a few bad notes,
making her laugh despite her efforts to ignore him. Though she
couldn’t see him because of the dressing screen, she heard him turn
in his tub.

“Is there something funny about the
‘Ballad of the Courageous Knight’?’” he asked.

“I wasn’t laughing about the knight’s
battles. I was laughing at your atrocious singing,” she replied,
not hiding her snicker.

“Well, I guess that just goes to prove
that everyone’s a critic.”

Despite his huff, she detected the amusement
in his voice. “Get real. I didn’t tell you anything you didn’t
already know.”

“Can you sing?”

“Sure, I can sing just as bad as you.
Fortunately for you, I have the common courtesy to spare your
ears.”

She finished washing herself off and settled
back in the tub. If nothing else, the water felt wonderful after
the exercise in the courtyard. She could understand why he insisted
on a steaming bath around this time every day.

“I’m done bathing,” Gavin announced, as
if she cared.

“So?”

“You took all the towels.”

“I did not!”

“Then why are they on the chair next to
you?”

She straightened in the tub, the water
splashing around her, and saw the two neatly folded towels right in
front of her. “Noel must have put them there.”

“Even if that’s the case, I need one.
Would you be so kind as to bring one to me?”

Narrowing her eyes, she stared at the screen,
wishing that the blasted thing wasn’t there just so he could feel
the heat of her glare. “You told her to put them there, didn’t
you?”

He let out an exaggerated gasp. “I did no
such thing! She’s your lady’s maid. Her orders are to obey you.
Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to. Lucky for you, I happen
to find it flattering.”

She heard him step out of the tub and her
eyes grew wide. He wasn’t going to head over to the chair, was he?
Because if he was… She glanced at her breasts. “Where are you
going?” she demanded. Darn it, but she couldn’t hear his footsteps
on the rug!

“I’m going to get a towel.”

“You can’t!” She wiggled lower in the
tub and did what she could to conceal herself from his view. She
held her breath and focused on any sounds that would reveal his
present location in the room. But she didn’t hear
anything.

“If you didn’t want me to come over
here, then you should have instructed Noel to give me a towel,” he
said from behind her.

She shrieked and jerked, temporarily
revealing everything to him. Quickly covering herself back up as
much as she could, she scowled at him. “You, sir, have no sense of
decency.”

With a shrug, he walked around her and
grinned. “I might be the king, but I never claimed to be a
gentleman.” His gaze traced her body. “You have no need to hide
yourself from me. I heartily approve of everything I see.”

“Have you no shame?” she muttered, her
face as hot as it could get when she noted his erection.

“Nope.” He clasped his hands behind his
back, his smile growing wider. “And I have no qualms about
it.”

 

She rolled her eyes. “Wonderful.”

“You should be glad that your husband
finds you so attractive. According to you, King Petros loathed to
look upon his wife, which was why he sent her into exile. Would you
really want me to do the same to you?”

“I only did that to make a
point.”

“Oh? And what point would that
be?”

She glanced at him and saw that though he was
still dripping wet, he made no move to get the towel mere inches
from him. “Shouldn’t you be drying off?”

“In good time. What I want to know is
what you planned for King Petros. You did nothing with him in the
story.”

“If I tell you, will you cover yourself
up with a towel?” She forced her eyes on his, though a part of her
wanted to look down. As much as she was loathe to admit it, she
found the naked male body fascinating, and Gavin happened to be
absolutely gorgeous. No doubt his years of exercise only heightened
his male beauty. Gritting her teeth, she added, “I won’t tell you
my plans for King Petros until you put a towel around your
waist.”

He sighed and turned to the towel. “Very
well.”

“And give me one too.”

“Aw, come on.”

“Do it!”

“You drive a hard bargain.” He gathered
the towels.

When she realized he held it just out of her
reach, she groaned. “Really?”

“If I hold this right over the tub, it
might slip and fall in the water. Then it’ll be all
wet.”

“I’m not getting up until you give me
the towel.”

“Alright.” He set the towel back on the
chair. Instead of wrapping his own towel around his waist as she’d
requested, he used it to dry his hair.

“Turn around,” she said.

“Why?”

“You know why.”

He lowered his towel and knelt by the tub.
Leaning toward her, he kissed her cheek. “Why are you fighting this
attraction between us?”

A shiver of delight raced up her spine. She
felt her resistance wavering. It was wrong for him to abduct her
and hold her here against her will. But even so, she couldn’t deny
he was far too likable for her own good.

Standing up, he wrapped the towel around his
waist. “We can put aside a romantic moment for now. You managed to
get my attention off of consummating our marriage.” With a glance
at the towel which didn’t hide his erection, he offered her a
wicked grin. “Well, at least to a point.”

“It’s amazing how important men think
their penises are,” she quipped.

He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. “Not as
important as where the penis goes, my dear.” Before she could
respond, he added, “Will you tell me about King Petros while I get
dressed? I promise to be good and do it where you can’t see me,
unless you’d like to watch.”

She’d rather die than admit she wanted to see
him naked. After all, a woman had a right to play hard to get if
she wanted to. “Of course I don’t want to watch you get
dressed.”

Despite her stern expression, he didn’t look
convinced. But to his credit, he slipped out of her view. “So what
is King Petro’s story?”

“I only introduced him in this book. He
wasn’t a main character.”

“Then what was his purpose?”

“I’m not sure. I guess to make him a
villain in the second book if I wrote one.”

“I see. Then what?” he asked. “My death
paved the way for King Petros to become a main
character?”

She rose from her tub and grabbed her towel.
“Possibly. Without you around, I’d need another villain.”

“A villain?”

“Why else would I have King Petros
exile his wife? Only a scoundrel does something that
cruel.”

“I don’t know. I think sending a wife
into exile is better than murdering a lot of people simply for the
fun of it.”

She sighed and wrapped the towel around her
body. “Are you dressed yet?”

“Almost, but don’t let that stop you
from coming out of there. It’s easier to have a conversation with
someone I can see.”

She couldn’t argue his point. Stepping past
the dressing screen, she crossed her arms. “I didn’t have you kill
all those people for the fun of it.”

As he finished buttoning his shirt, he
glanced at her. “No?”

“No. You were hungry for power. You
wanted to expand your kingdom and rule over the world. One kingdom
wasn’t enough for you.”

“And what of King Petros? Is one
kingdom enough for him?”

“I’m not sure.”

He retrieved his waistcoat and slipped it on.
“How can you not be sure? You created him.”

“Yeah, well, I created you too and look
how you turned out.”

Raising an eyebrow, he asked, “What do you
mean by that?”

She wasn’t sure if she should admit it but
figured she might as well. “I guess you’re not as bad as I made you
out to be.”

This time when he smiled at her, there was no
hint of the teasing he’d had before. Instead, it was the smile of
delight. He strode over to her and kissed her. There was something
different in the kiss, something softer than in the ones he’d given
her before.

When he stepped away from her, he said,
“Thank you.”

As he left the room, she touched her lips.
It’d been a long time since a kiss had such an affect on her. Her
heart raced with excitement and she couldn’t wait to see him
again.


 


 


 


 Chapter
Eleven

 


Gavin reread the missive King Petros had sent
him.

 


I couldn’t help but notice everything I’ve
worked hard to build over the past year has been wiped away in a
single instant. I don’t know why or how you changed the course of
the author’s story, but I demand you put things back to the way
they were. Send the author back to where she belongs. If you don’t,
I will. And you won’t like what I’ll do to you if I have to take
matters into my own hands.

 


There was no denying the threat. He wished
Sandy could tell him more about Petros. If she could, it’d give him
a better understanding of what he was up against.

He returned the missive to his cabinet,
locked it and left his planning room. When he reached the top of
the castle where a couple of his guards stood, he peered over the
land. The sun would soon be setting but enough sunlight showed him
there was no immediate threat. Undoubtedly, King Petros had taken
his silence as refusal to meet his demands. And he’d be right.
Gavin had no intention of sending Sandy back to her world. If he
did, then they’d no longer be together and that was the last thing
he wanted.

“My lord, is there something troubling
you?” one of his guards asked, approaching him.

Nodding, he said, “King Petros is likely to
come here. I don’t know when, but it’s safe to assume he’s either
on his way or making plans to. We need to exercise diligence. I
don’t trust him. Put guards along every station on the walls with
round the clock watch. I also want a couple of your most trusted
men to infiltrate the surrounding villages to see if anything’s
amiss. ”

The guard nodded. “It’ll be done as you say,
my lord.”

Scanning the land surrounding the castle, he
wondered how soon it’d be before the peace his kingdom had enjoyed
since he’d brought Sandy to their world was upset by King Petros’
arrival. He released his breath and hurried back inside the castle.
Sandy would be done dressing for dinner, and he didn’t wish to keep
her waiting.

When he neared his bedchamber, he saw that
she was staring out of a window along the hallway. His gaze went to
the sparkling red gown she’d chosen. It accentuated her curves in a
way that stirred his desire for her. His heart sped up as he drew
closer to her, stopping within inches of actually touching her.

“What’s going on?” she asked, motioning
to the castle walls where guards moved about in a flurry of
activity.

“Nothing you need to be concerned
with,” he replied. “You look stunning this evening. I’d like to
think you went through all the work of styling your hair, putting
on make-up and wearing that dress just for me. But I already know
that’s not the case.” He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. She’d
also taken the time to put on perfume, something she hadn’t done
before. “You smell as nice as you look.”

“Yeah, well,” though her cheeks were a
lovely shade of pink, she shrugged, “I figured there was no reason
why I should let the stuff in the bedchamber go to
waste.”

“Wise decision.” He extended his arm.
“May I escort you to the banquet hall?”

She accepted his arm. “Like I have a choice.”
Though she sighed, he detected humor in her voice.

Smiling, he led her down the hall then down
the stairs. She was no longer angry about being in this world.
Good. It looked like his new strategy was working. If he’d known
all he had to do was kiss her a few times, he would have saved
himself a lot of time—not to mention trouble—and just kissed her
the night he brought her here. At least he figured out the secret
to getting her to be more agreeable.

Drawing her closer, he winked. “I hope you
don’t mind but I took the liberty of requesting fried apples. Noel
said you told her you like those so I gave one of the cooks the
recipe.”

“And how did you do that?”

Stopping, he put his arms around her and
kissed her. He hoped to distract her. If he told her that he got
into one of her computer files to dig out the recipe, she wouldn’t
like it. Then she’d start asking more questions about how she could
get back to her world, and he’d rather distract her in any way he
could so she’d focus on staying in this world. To his pleasure, she
yielded to him and responded to his kiss. Yes, he was definitely
much closer to his goal by showering her with affection. And he
enjoyed being affectionate with her.

When he ended the kiss, he brushed her cheek
with the back of his hand, noting the way the evening sun softened
her features. “I meant what I said. You are stunning. I can’t think
of anything more beautiful in this world.”

“You’re laying it on a little
thick.”

“Maybe.” He shrugged. “But it’s
certainly a lot nicer than arguing with you.” She didn’t protest so
he assumed she agreed with him. Gently taking her by the arm, he
whispered, “I like things better this way,” and led her the rest of
the way to the banquet hall.

 


***

 


When it was time for bed, Sandy slowed her
steps as she and Gavin walked down the dark corridor. Gavin matched
her new pace and glanced at her. “Did you wish to stay longer in
the banquet hall? Did you wish to ask Gen Evermore about the
Courageous Knight?”

“No.” That story went way longer than
it should have. The description of the Courageous Knight’s journey
through the dark valley took thirty minutes to tell. Had it not
been for the food she was eating, she would have fallen asleep. “I
know more than I’ll ever need to know about the Courageous
Knight.”

“Then do you wish to go for a stroll in
the gardens? They’re lovely in the moonlight.”

She fought back a yawn and shook her head.
“I’m tired. I’d like to go to my bedchamber.”

His smile widened, making her wonder if he’d
been hoping she’d want to go to bed.

“I intend to sleep,” she clarified,
just so there weren’t any misunderstandings. True, they’d had a
somewhat pleasant day together once she transformed back into her
human form, but she saw no reason to jump right into bed with him.
“I’m not using ‘bed’ as code for sex.”

“Oh, I know that. I didn’t plan on
consummating our marriage tonight.” Before she could ask when he
planned it, he added, “However, your things are in my bedchamber.
That means we’ll be sharing a bed.”

“So you’re assuming we’ll be
consummating the marriage soon.”

“You’ve already taken advantage of me
by looking at me without my clothes on. The only decent thing you
can do is make an honest man out of me.”

“An honest man out of—” She quickly
scanned the empty hallway, relieved no one was nearby to hear them.
“I hardly doubt your virtue is on the line.”

“Sure, it is. You think it was easy to
bare myself to you?”

“Yes.”

After a moment, he broke down and laughed.
“Okay. You got me. It was easy.”

She crossed her arms and shot him a pointed
look. “Delighted in showing off your body, didn’t you?”

“You liked it. Admit it.”

“I think the wine you had at dinner is
going to your head.”

“To be fair,” he began as he brought
her into his arms, “I said I wouldn’t be intimately engaged with
you tonight. However, I do want to sleep in the same bed with you.
We’re husband and wife. It’s only right we share the same
bed.”

“I don’t know.”

He kissed her. “I have enough willpower to
behave. I won’t make love to you until I get your permission. I
understand with the way the day started—what with you being a mouse
and all—that it’s too soon.”

She was going to have to tell him why they
couldn’t be married. It had more to do with the heir he wanted than
anything else, but she didn’t have the energy to explain the
situation to him tonight. All she wanted to do was go to sleep.
Tomorrow when she was refreshed, she’d deal with it. “We’re not
going to do anything? We’re just going to sleep?”

“You have my word.”

Sighing, she nodded. “Okay.”

 


***

 


The next day, Sandy decided it was time she
saw more of the kingdom. While she and Gavin were enjoying the
warm, sunny weather in the courtyard, she slipped her arm around
his and smiled at him.

His eyebrows rose in interest. “Uh oh.”

She chuckled. “‘Uh oh’ what?”

“You want something.”

“How can you tell that?”

“My warrior senses are on high alert.
Are you going to tell me I’m wrong?”

Giving in, she shrugged. “Alright. There is
something I want.” Before he could congratulate himself on being
super smart, she continued, “I want to see the kingdom. Up to now,
I’ve been confined to this castle. Will you take me on a tour?”

“Yeah, I could do that.”

“Great! It’s a perfect day for a
carriage ride.”

“You wouldn’t rather go in my sports
car?”

She studied his face to determine if he was
joking but his gaze held hers, his expression as serious as could
be. “I didn’t write anything about a sports car,” she finally
replied. “In fact, I didn’t include anything in the story with
motorized transportation.”

The corner of his lip turned up into a smile
and he brought her into his arms. “There is no sports car, though
it’s an interesting concept. I wouldn’t mind having one. It sounds
like a lot of fun.”

“How are you finding out so much about
my world?”

He kissed her. “It helps me to know more
about you.”

“I never had a sports car.”

“I might have gotten distracted while
browsing items from your world.”

“If you’re so clever, why don’t you put
a car into this story?”

“Because I don’t understand how it
works. Giving the cooks recipes is one thing. We have all the
ingredients here in this world. But the things that make a car? We
don’t have it, and even if we did, I don’t know who’d make
it.”

“Well, I guess that just proves no
matter where you go, no world is perfect.” She kissed his cheek and
took his arm. “Come on. Take me on a carriage ride. It’ll be
romantic.”

 


***

 


“And this is the marketplace where all
the commerce happens,” Gavin said as the carriage approached the
center of the village.

The villagers noticed them and bowed, an
action which made Sandy blush. Though she’d written her story and
had her people honor her this way, it was different when it really
happened. She was, after all, just a waitress in a diner.

“Would you like to stop and see some of
the things people are selling?” Gavin asked.

“Yeah,” she replied, thinking it’d be
fun to see more of the world she had created.

He tapped the top of the carriage and the
driver stopped the horses. She waited for the driver to open the
door and let him help her out. Gavin followed and instructed the
driver to wait for them. Taking her by the arm, he led her to the
market. Feeling self-conscious, she smiled and nodded as they
passed the villagers.

“Those are nice,” Gavin said, gesturing
to a booth with an assortment of jewelry. “Perhaps my lady would
like something to complement the red gown you wore last
night?”

“Did you like it?”

“I did. Red is a wonderful color.
Passionate, intense, powerful, strong. I can’t help but notice
there’s a necklace that would be perfect for you.”

She followed his gaze to the oval ruby
embedded into an onyx stone. She glanced back at the carriage and
couldn’t believe she didn’t pick up on it sooner. Black and red
were his colors. The carriage door displayed his trademark red flag
with a black heart and two swords beneath it. “No wonder you liked
the red dress.”

“Well, to be fair, it was the way you
filled the dress that got my attention more than the color.” His
grin widened. “Now I have to get the necklace for you.”

He led her to the booth and purchased the
necklace, complimenting the merchant on his taste in colors. She
scanned the large gathering and noticed that some actors were on a
stage. Curious, she tapped his arm. “Do they perform plays
here?”

“Sometimes, yes. The marketplace is
also for entertainment.” He lifted the necklace and unclasped it.
“May I?”

Lifting her hair up, she turned and waited as
he put the necklace around her neck. A couple of people were still
staring at them but most of them had turned back to their business.
In her story, the people in this kingdom were terrified of Gavin
and his men. They would run off and hide if he set foot in the
marketplace. But since he changed the story, they were comfortable
with him being among them, and she couldn’t help but notice how
happy they were. She wasn’t sure how he pulled it off, but he
established safety and peace.

The sun reflected off of something shiny to
her right, so her gaze went in that direction. An old man hobbled
from a booth, the metal in the tip of his cane catching the
sunlight, causing the sun to hit her eyes again. He glanced over
his shoulder and made eye contact with her. His gaze quickly turned
the other way and he limped behind a booth.

Her eyebrows furrowed. There was something
familiar about him, though she couldn’t put her finger on it. While
the man selling jewelry asked Gavin a question, she followed the
strange man. She had a vague suspicion he didn’t belong in this
kingdom. As the author, she should know the characters in the
story, even those who played small parts.

She wove through the crowd, surprised she
lost sight of him since he couldn’t move that fast, not considering
his age and cane. Pausing, she turned to a woman. “Excuse me, but
have you seen an old man wearing a brown tattered robe? He has a
cane?”

“I’m sorry, my lady, but I haven’t seen
anyone like that,” she replied.

Thanking her, Sandy continued her search
through the crowd. She was sure he passed the woman but there were
so many people, she might have been mistaken. From nearby, music
started up, but she didn’t pay much mind to the fiddles and lutes.
Sunlight bounced off a metal object and hit her eyes again and she
knew it was him. She headed in his direction and finally found him
entering a small building on the edge of the marketplace.

She hurried and slipped into the building,
surprised when she didn’t see him. Around her, objects in various
states of repair lined the walls. Stepping further into the
cluttered room, she scanned the area until she saw a room. It was
too dark for her to see if anyone was in there, but he had to be
there. Where else would he go? It wasn’t like he could vanish into
thin air.

“Hello?” she called out. “Is someone
here?”

She waited but no one said anything. She
hesitated for a moment, tapping her fingers together. It was weird
that an old man scurried off as fast as he did and hid in the back
room. Maybe it was too weird. Freaky even. She wasn’t in her world.
This was a fantasy world, and it was possible people could vanish
if they got a hold of a magician’s potion. And even if she was the
author and couldn’t be hurt, she saw no reason to ask for trouble.
Deciding it best to leave, she turned back to the entrance when
someone cleared his throat.

Whirling around, she saw the old man as he
lumbered out of the room. “I thought I heard someone in here. Are
you here to pick up something I fixed?”

Glancing at the shelves, she wondered what he
had actually fixed. Everything looked broken.

“What item are you here for, my lady?”
he asked, hobbling closer to her.

“I’m not here for anything,” she slowly
replied. “I saw you outside and…” And what? Followed him? And he’d
wonder why she followed him. With a laugh, she said, “It’s silly. I
thought there was something familiar about you. I thought I’d talk
to you and try to figure it out. I’m the author of this
story.”

“Yes, I know who you are. We all do and
we’ve all sworn allegiance that no harm will come to you while
you’re here.”

She nodded. “Well, that’s good. I like that
allegiance.”

“Understandably.”

“So, who are you?”

“I told you. I fix things that are
broken.”

“I know that, but do you have a name?”
she asked, wondering why he didn’t introduce himself like the other
characters had.

He reached her and smiled. “Does it matter?
The point is, I have something you want.”

She wasn’t sure she liked the direction this
conversation was going. Though he remained pleasant and couldn’t
harm her since he was in a weakened condition, she sensed something
wasn’t right. Clearing her throat, she returned his smile and
stepped back. The door wasn’t too far behind her. Just three more
steps and she’d be outside. “I don’t need anything.”

“Ah, but you do.” He grasped her hand
and stopped her before she could take another step back.

Her eyes grew wide. He was stronger than he
looked. Much stronger. She studied his eyes. They were dark, so
dark they almost seemed black, but they weren’t. They were a blue
with a trace of green swirling around them. She struggled to
remember which character she’d given such a unique trait to.

“You want to go home,” the man said.
“You have family and friends there who miss you.”

She paused and thought of all the people who
loved her. “Can you see into that world?”

“Yes. Their hearts are broken. I’m here
to help fix that. As I said, I fix broken things. I can help you
get home.”

She stared at him for a long moment. Should
she accept his offer? Up to now, she’d wanted nothing more than to
go home, but now things were complicated.

The door to the shop opened and she saw
Gavin, and the old man let go of her hand.

“Why are you in here?” Gavin
asked.

For a moment, she thought he was talking to
the old man but then realized the man had disappeared. She waved
her hand through the air where the man had been standing in front
of her just a second ago. Okay. Now that was definitely freaky.
Where did he go?

“Sandy?” Gavin asked.

She opened her mouth to answer but didn’t
know what to say. Did she tell him she was talking to someone?
Someone who vanished as soon as he came into the shop? Finally, she
shrugged. “I thought I’d check this place out.”

“I don’t recall this shop being here
before,” he replied as he inspected it. “There’s nothing here but a
bunch of old junk no one wants. What purpose could this place
have?”

“I don’t know. I don’t remember writing
anything like this into the story, but then there are many things
that I never specifically mentioned that are in this kingdom. I
didn’t write lutes and fiddles into the story and yet I heard them
outside.”

“Your subconscious mind probably filled
in the blanks.”

“Probably.”

“It’s nearing the dinner hour. Do you
want to go back to the castle?”

She nodded. She’d seen enough of the village
to satisfy her curiosity. He took her by the arm and led her to the
carriage.

 



 


 


 


 Chapter
Twelve

 


After the banquet, Sandy accepted Gavin’s
offer to take her for a walk through the gardens. There was a
slight chill in the air, but her dress had so many petticoats, she
barely noticed.

“Have you been through these gardens?”
Gavin asked as they strolled down a path lined with trees and
bushes with flowers that sparkled in the moonlight.

“I’ve been everywhere the guards
permitted me to go,” she replied, wondering if there was any secret
place she hadn’t seen. Perhaps there was a secret passage that
would take her out of the castle and to her world. But as she
studied his handsome profile, she had the sinking sensation that
she’d miss him if she returned home. Turning her attention to the
trees, she continued, “I’ve been here during the day but not at
night. I think the gardens look better this way.”

“Do you recognize the
flowers?”

Her gaze lowered to the bushes. “Should I
recognize them?”

“Those are the flowers you used to
decorate the castle in your kingdom. I thought you might enjoy them
if I put them here.”

“I have a confession to make. Even
though I created these flowers, I never did get a good image of
them in my mind. They were there for the sake of setting the scene
in the book.”

“Really?” His gaze met hers and he
slowed his steps. “So when you created me, did you get a clear
image of me?”

“Yes. I had a specific picture of what
the main characters were like. Some secondary characters, too. But
if there was a crowd of people, they weren’t distinct. I got
overall impressions of rooms and gardens and other things that set
the stage for where the scenes took place, but I didn’t examine
every detail. It’s like glancing at something. You get the general
idea but you don’t notice the subtle things, like the way these
flowers sparkle different colors depending on which petal you look
at. The colors in the flowers are a minor distinction, and since it
does nothing to advance the plot, why would I spend any time on
it?”

He nodded. “Do you know what King Petros
looks like?”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “Why are you so
concerned about him?”

“Well, you mentioned he might be the
villain in a second book. Was he worse than I was supposed to be?
Was he ugly? Or was he devastatingly handsome like I
am?”

A chuckle escaped her throat and, in a bold
move, she kissed his cheek. “You’ve convinced me that I was wrong
about you. If nothing else, being here has shown me that you treat
others very well. I should have listened to you instead of trying
to make you the villain.”

“Would I be wrong to assume that I’ve
now become the romantic hero?”

“I wouldn’t push your luck that far,
pal. I was writing a fantasy, not a romance.”

“And what fun is having an adventure if
you can’t throw some romance into the mix?” He brought her hand to
his lips and kissed it. “I happen to think romance makes things a
lot more interesting, especially if you throw in a love scene or
two.”

“Spoken like a man,” she replied,
unable to hide her amusement.

“Considering you’re a woman, that works
in your favor. You need to spice up your life a bit. You’re much
too attractive to live the life of a nun.”

“I’m rather disappointed in
you.”

“Disappointed?”

“I made you out to be a warrior.
Strong, brave, bold, fearless, intelligent, quick on your feet… And
here you are worried about something as feminine as kissing and
hugging.”

“Alright. That’s fair. I am interested
in those things but that’s because they lead to the bedchamber. Who
says warriors only have to spend their time on the
battlefield?”

“Yeah.” She giggled and playfully
shoved him away from her. “Like I said, spoken like a
man.”

“I have a feeling you enjoy that most
about me.”

“I’m not even going to justify that
comment with a response.”

“That’s okay. I know it’s true.” He
kissed her hand again and pulled her into his arms. “Don’t turn
away from the chance to be loved, Sandy. Let romance be part of the
story.”

She took a step away from him and glanced at
the garden and the castle sitting majestically in front of her.
“I’ll tell you what. I won’t kill you off in the story. I’ll
rewrite it so that you and I form an alliance at the end. I’ll
write it as if I believed you were the villain but realized my
error by the end of the book. And when I get to the end, I’ll give
you a queen.”

“I don’t want you to give me a queen. I
want you to be my queen.”

She shook her head. “I can’t.”

“Why? Because you don’t belong here?
Because you didn’t originate in this world?”

“No.” She paused. “Though you bring up
a good point. I’m the author. You’re just a—”

He held up his hand. “I’m not ‘just a
character’, Sandy. I was able to step into your world. I existed
there like you exist here.”

“Okay. So you’re not confined to the
words on a written document. But that doesn’t change anything about
me. I’m willing to sit down and work with you on the story. We’ll
figure out a way to make it work to your satisfaction.”

“And what if I no longer want
that?”

“Isn’t that why you brought me
here?”

“Yes,” he slowly replied, “but things
changed. I want us to be together.” He closed the gap between them
and kissed her hand. “I want to turn this fantasy into a romance,
and there’s no one else I want to be my queen except
you.”

She closed her eyes for a moment and pulled
her hand away. As much as she didn’t want to tell him the truth,
she had to. Once she did, he’d understand why it’d never work out.
Then he would agree to send her back to her world, thereby
annulling their marriage. “As the king, you will need an heir. I
can’t give you one,” she finally said, her voice soft.

“Can’t or won’t?”

Her gaze met his, a spark of bitterness in
her eyes. “Can’t. I went through menopause when I was
twenty-two.”

It irked her to no end that her fiancé’s
reaction to the news still bothered her, even after twelve years.
Maybe it was because once in a while she ran into him and saw him
with his wife and children, children he’d wanted so much that he
had to end their engagement so he could find a woman who was able
to have them. For the first time since she told her fiancé the
truth, she was telling someone else, and it wasn’t any easier. But
it had to be done.

“I wasn’t being a…” She stopped before
she said the word that came to mind. “What I mean is that when I
was telling you I would never give you an heir, I was telling you
the truth. It’s impossible. I know it seemed like I was being
stubborn, but I wasn’t.”

“You were hurt,” he whispered. “Because
you want to be able to but can’t.”

Surprised, she returned her gaze to him,
ignoring the tears welling up in her eyes.

“I guess people take it for granted
that a woman can have children, including me.” With a sigh, he
added, “Now so much of what you’ve been doing makes sense. You were
pushing me away so I’d give up and take a queen who’d be able to
give me an heir. Sandy,” he drew her into his arms, “there’s more
to a woman than whether or not she can have children. If all I
wanted was someone to have an heir, I would have picked anyone to
marry. But I didn’t pick just anyone. I picked you. There’s no
reason to keep fighting your attraction for me.”

Despite her tears, she laughed. “You’re that
certain I’m attracted to you?”

“There was no denying the fire blazing
in your eyes when you saw me naked. You liked what you saw.”
Brushing his lips against her ear, he added, “I’m more than willing
to satisfy your desire to see me again.”

“Is your mind always on
sex?”

“Only 99% of the time.” He kissed her
neck, making shivers of delight race up and down her spine. “You
smell nice.” His hands traced the curve of her back and cupped her
behind. “You feel nice.”

Giggling, she swatted his hands away. “Not
out here where anyone can see us,” she warned, glancing around to
make sure they were alone. “Don’t you have guards watching over
your castle?”

He brought his hands back up to the small of
her back. “Yes. Thanks for reminding me.”

“Let me guess. You were thinking about
sex and forgot everything else.” Though she shook her head, she
couldn’t stop smiling. “You are definitely a man.”

“You saw me naked and you doubted
that?”

She pulled away from him but took his hand
and led him down the path, further into the garden where more trees
would give them a better sense of privacy. “What will you do for an
heir, Gavin?”

“What were you going to do for one? You
had your own kingdom. Eventually, you were going to have to find
someone to replace you.”

“No, I wasn’t. I’m the author. My plan
was to stay the same age in this series.”

“Alright. I’ll grant you that, though
it’s a weak answer.”

“Weak?”

“Yeah. Weak. If you were truly a queen
of your own kingdom, you’d have to think about who would replace
you in the event of your death, whether on the battlefield or in
old age. Sooner or later, you’d have to deal with the
inevitable.”

“Well, in that case, I guess I would
find a baby stranded by her parents and raise her so that she would
become queen when I’m gone.”

“Then why can’t we do the same thing?
If we happen to find a child who’s been abandoned, we can take him,
or her, and raise that child to rule over our kingdoms.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I can’t help but
notice you’re talking as if I’m going to spend the rest of my life
here.”

Shooting her a charming smile, he cupped her
face in his hands and gave her a lingering kiss that made her heart
beat in excitement. Thinking of how wonderful he was to want to be
with her, even after learning her secret, she wrapped her arms
around his shoulders and returned his kiss. And soon, the rest of
the world slipped away, making her forget everything but him.

 


***

 


Sandy let out a contented sigh. She couldn’t
recall the last time she felt so good. Her body tingled all over
and there were parts of her that were eager to be touched again.
Stretching, she smiled. What a great dream. What a vivid dream.
Everything about it had seemed so real. The castle, the garden, the
delightfully handsome man, the night spent in bed with him… She
snuggled deeper into the covers.

But then she realized the smell of the covers
wasn’t familiar. There was a masculine scent on them. She opened
her eyes. It took her a moment before she realized where she was.
She was in Gavin’s bedchamber.

“Oh good, you’re awake.”

Her gaze went to Gavin who was lying next to
her. She blinked several times as she became more alert. “So it
wasn’t a dream?”

He chuckled and scooted closer to her. “Nope.
Every glorious bit of it really happened.” Wiggling his eyebrows,
he gathered her into his arms and grinned. “Three times.”

“It’s coming back to me,” she replied
and kissed him. “Every morning when I wake up, I think I’m in my
apartment and everything that’s happened here was a dream. It takes
a minute to realize it’s real.”

“I hope you’re not
disappointed.”

“No, I’m not.” She finally found
someone who wanted to be with her, really wanted to be with her.
“But…” She sighed. “Is this real? You know, you and me.” She
gestured to the room. “All of this?”

“Of course it is. I told you, I’m as
real as you are.”

“But we’re still inside a story. This
world—whatever it is—was created on my computer’s hard drive. If
you could change the story, that means whatever happens here can be
altered. It’s not like that in my world. When something happens,
there’s no going back and changing it.”

“Maybe some things would be better on
your world if you could change it.” He kissed her and rolled her
onto her back, settling next to her so he could trace her body with
his fingers. “I certainly don’t mind the way things have
changed.”

“I don’t either, Gavin.
But…”

She hesitated to mention her family and
friends who were back in her world. She didn’t know if she could
even stay here indefinitely. But would she want to if it was
possible? He had decided to stay married to her even though she
couldn’t have children. It only seemed fair that she give up
something to be with him as well. Would she even age in this world?
Stories were eternal. The characters never aged unless the author
indicated a passage of time, and she didn’t control things here
like she did when she was in the other world typing this story on
her computer. The rules were different here.

Gavin cupped her face with his hands and
kissed her, his lips soft and warm. “I don’t know the details, but
I know we belong together and no matter what happens, we’ll end up
together.”

It might be foolishness on her part, but she
found his confidence reassuring. Wrapping her arms around his neck,
she pulled him closer to her and returned his kiss.

She felt safe and adored when she was in his
arms. She never thought she could experience such a thing, but she
did. Given how things started between them, it surprised her that
she should fall in love with him so fast. But she was tired of the
years she’d been alone while she watched others around her find
their spouses. It’d been frustrating and lonely, something hard to
explain to anyone so she learned to keep her feelings to herself.
But after making love to Gavin the previous night, she realized she
was more vulnerable than she thought, and being vulnerable wasn’t
so bad when she could be cherished so well.

Gavin deepened their kiss, his hand sliding
to her breast where he cupped it in his hand. She moaned and
wiggled against him until she could reach down between them and
stroke his erection. He shifted to give her better access to him,
his lips leaving hers and lowering to her neck. She wrapped her
hand around the base of his penis and brought it up to the tip, her
thumb brushing the moisture there.

His hand descended to the curls between her
legs and his fingers traced the damp folds of her flesh. Her body
tingled in anticipation. She slid her hand back down his shaft and
brought it back up, slowly establishing a rhythm she knew he
enjoyed. She was rewarded with a groan from his lips. Smiling, she
grew bolder in her movements. In return, he slid two fingers into
her and caressed her core, centering on the sensitive area that
heightened her arousal.

She slowed her strokes as she neared her
peak, and he moved so that he could bring his mouth to her breast
and tease her nipple with his tongue. Gripping his arms, she gave
herself over to the pleasure mounting inside her, her hips rocking
in rhythm with him. It wasn’t long before she found her release.
She cried out and stilled, her heart beating fast, her breathing
hard.

After her head cleared, she reached for him
and took him inside her, her flesh still sensitive. He moved in her
and she adjusted her hips to take him deeper in. She ran her hands
along his back, noting the muscles beneath his skin, something
within her finding his masculine strength extremely sexy. When he
climaxed, she brought him closer to her.

They stayed in each other’s arms for several
minutes, reluctant to part. She thought he’d drifted off to sleep,
but he lifted his head and kissed her. She ran her legs along his,
enjoying the feel of him still inside her, a feeling that seemed
wonderfully intimate.

“And that’s how I want to wake up every
morning,” he whispered then rolled onto his side.

She chuckled. “It is a pleasant way to start
the day, isn’t it?”

“It’s too bad we can’t spend all day
like this, entwined in each other’s arms, making love. You know,
satisfying that 99% part of me that thinks of nothing but sex.” He
kissed her hand. “What the hey? Let’s stay in bed all day. The rest
of the world can manage without us.”

Her stomach growled in protest. “It doesn’t
sound very practical. We still need to eat.”

“We’ll have food brought up to
us.”

“We can do that?”

“We’re the king and queen. We can do
whatever we want? What does my lady want to eat? A slice of banana
nut bread?”

“You remember that?” She hadn’t
mentioned that since her first morning in this world.

“I have a good memory.”

“I guess so. But do you remember what I
wanted to drink?”

“A mocha.”

Impressed, she smiled. “Wow. You’re pretty
good.”

He caressed her behind and winked. “Tell me
something I don’t know.”

She groaned and pushed him away. “And cocky.
I think I’m going to the banquet hall. Your ego is too big for this
room.”

Laughing, he reached for her and brought her
back into his arms. “No way. Do you know how much work I went
through to get you here?”

“Well, I couldn’t make it
easy.”

“That’s okay. I don’t mind a challenge,
and I don’t give up when I set my mind to something. I knew it was
just a matter of time before you admitted we belonged
together.”

“No, you didn’t.” She snuggled up to
him. “I saw how alarmed you were when you couldn’t find me after
that magician turned me into a mouse.”

“I only pretended I was afraid I lost
you to gain your sympathy,” he said. “How else would you see the
caring and sensitive side of me?”

With a sigh, she shook her head. “Gavin?”

“Hmm?”

“Shut up and kiss me.”

A slow smile spread across his face before he
obeyed her, demonstrating which one of them had the real power in
their relationship.

 



 


 


 


 Chapter
Thirteen

 


When Sandy woke up the next morning, she
checked the spot next to her on the bed and saw a letter on Gavin’s
pillow. Curious, she read it.

I hope last night was as good for you as it
was for me.

She rolled her eyes but couldn’t resist
chuckling. Considering how often he suggested sex, she wasn’t
surprised.

Turning her attention back
to his letter, she read, I
wanted to be here when you woke up, but I had some pressing matters
to tend to. I won’t bore you with the details. Only know that I
miss you and look forward to seeing you at breakfast.

She slipped out of bed to get ready for the
day. Once Noel helped her into her morning dress, she strolled down
the hallway. The day promised to be another sunny one. Her eyebrows
furrowed as she inspected the flurry of activity along the castle
walls. Something was up. Frowning, she hurried down the nearest
steps and followed the direction of the commotion. It was coming
from the throne room.

Several guards stopped talking as soon as
they saw her approach the room. One stepped in front of her, “I’ll
announce your presence before you enter.”

“Why?” She glanced from him to the
guard who came over to her. “I thought I was the queen.”

“You are, my lady,” he replied, “but
the king needs to give consent before you can enter the throne room
when visitors are present. It’s one of the laws in this
kingdom.”

“That’s a ridiculous law,” she replied,
frowning. “Especially since I’m the author of this
story.”

“It’s the way things are. The king is
the primary authority in this land. You’re second. We swore an oath
to obey the king’s laws.”

Though she didn’t care much for the law, she
relented. “Fine. Tell him I demand to go in there.”

The other guard nodded and entered the room.
She tried to peer around him to see who was in there, but the other
guard blocked her from seeing anything.

“You’re amazingly loyal to the king,”
she noted.

“He saved my son from a village
burning. I’ve been his guard ever since,” he replied.

She sighed. “Let me guess. The village
burning was in the original version of this story, the one I wrote
to show how evil he was?”

“When he undid that part of the story,
I got my only son back,” he said.

“I see.”

She had to hand it to Gavin. He knew how to
rally a groundswell of support with a single “delete” key on the
keyboard. It was a surprisingly efficient and smart move on his
part. It eliminated all the damage he’d done when she was in
control of the story, thereby making him the hero.

The other guard came out of the throne room.
“The king says you may enter.”

“Yipee,” she replied, not hiding her
sarcasm.

Apparently, being the author wasn’t a big
deal, even though it was because of her that these characters
existed. She followed the guard into the room where a group of
guards with three knights talked to Gavin.

Gavin glanced at her from where he sat on his
throne and stood, motioning to her. “As you can see, your queen is
doing well.”

The knights turned to face her and she
recognized the gold swords and rose on their armor. They were from
her kingdom. It was strange to see them in person, though they
looked exactly as she pictured them.

“Queen Goldenvalor,” one of them said
as they bowed before her. “Forgive our delay. We came as soon as we
heard of your abduction, but King Petros detained us in
battle.”

“Why would King Petros do that? We’re
not at war with him.” Her gaze went to Gavin who
shrugged.

“He thought we brought you to this
world,” the knight told her. “Once he learned we didn’t, he made
amends but we lost several good men in the battle.”

“That’s unfortunate,” she whispered,
wondering which of her loyal men died unnecessarily.

“Those deaths can be undone,” Gavin
said, stepping down from his throne.

“But that would change the story as
it’s going right now,” she replied.

“She’s right,” one of Gavin’s guards
replied. “It will change the story. Nothing can be changed unless
we erase everything else that has happened since the queen’s
arrival to this world.”

“Can’t we do the same things we did
leading up to this point, minus the thing with King Petros?” Gavin
asked. “It shouldn’t be too hard to delete one scene.”

“We can’t do that,” Sandy told Gavin.
“Every time you change one thing in a story, other things are
altered and it’s hard to say what the outcome will be. We might or
might not be standing here discussing this in a different version
of the story. The changes can be minor or big, but it’s hard to
tell how or when until you revise the story.”

Gavin frowned. “That means there’s no
bringing back the men?”

“I’m afraid so,” Sandy began, “unless
you want to take the chance the story won’t go in your favor, as it
has up to this point. King Petros might come here instead of going
to my kingdom. There’s no telling what he’ll choose. The choices
everyone in this story had made is based on freewill because I’m no
longer writing it.”

“Interesting.”

Yes, it was and it also meant if they deleted
King Petro’s attack in her kingdom, she might not get a chance to
know Gavin, to learn that he was a good man. And she didn’t want to
take that chance. With a sigh, she turned her attention to her
knights. “Did you come to tell me about King Petros?”

“No, my lady,” the head knight said.
“We came to inquire after your wellbeing and,” he glanced at Gavin,
“need be, to rescue you.”

“I appreciate your concern and your
loyalty, Sir Landry, but I am here by choice,” she said, ignoring
the smile on Gavin’s face. If he was cocky before, she doubted
anything would stop his ego now. “Our kingdom is now joined to this
one.”

Her knights nodded and bowed, first to her,
then to Gavin. “Then we swear our allegiance to you both.”

“Do you know where King Petros is?”
Gavin asked the knights.

“No. As soon as he realized we didn’t
have our queen, he left,” one of the knights replied.

“Did you see which direction he
went?”

“What is this about?” Sandy asked. If
she remembered right, Gavin was unusually interested in King
Petros.

He glanced at her. “I’m not sure yet.”
Turning to the knights, he asked, “Will you stay for a couple of
days to refresh yourself before you head home?”

“We’d be honored.” The knights looked
at Sandy. “We’re glad you’re doing well.”

She smiled and inclined her head. “Thank
you.”

Gavin turned to his guards. “Escort our
visitors to their quarters.”

When she and Gavin were alone, she asked him,
“What’s going on?”

“Your knights are being shown to their
rooms,” he replied as he reached for her and gave her a wicked
smile. “Did you miss me?”

She groaned. “Why do you avoid so many of my
questions?”

“I don’t avoid your
questions.”

He leaned forward to kiss her, but she moved
to the side. “Gavin!”

“You can’t deny me a kiss, not after
the way you got me hot and bothered last night.”

“I didn’t leave you
unsatisfied.”

“Okay, that’s true. But I’d still like
a kiss from my beautiful wife.”

She blocked him before he could kiss her.
“And I’d like to know what’s going on. You’ve been asking me about
King Petros. Then I find out he killed a couple of my knights while
trying to locate me. Why is he so interested in what happened to
me?”

“I don’t have all the answers,” he
finally said.

“What do you know?”

“Nothing, really. I’m trying to piece
everything together.” When she sighed, he held her hands and placed
them on his chest. “I can’t tell you anything until I’m sure of
what’s going on. It would help if I can learn more about him. Do
you know anything else, anything at all?”

She shrugged. “When I started writing, this
world had four major kingdoms and I had to give each four rulers a
name. King Petros was a filler. I devoted no more than a couple
paragraphs to him. I was more interested in his kingdom.”

“That doesn’t help.”

“Well, it’s all I had in mind for him.
He wasn’t even a secondary character.”

“But you thought he might be in a
second book, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t outline the book or anything
but yeah, if I wrote a second book, he’d be the villain in
it.”

“So he’s the bad guy.”

She let go of his hands and gave him a gentle
poke in the chest. “And he might not be a bad guy considering how
awful you were supposed to be.”

Though he chuckled, she sensed a hint of
apprehension in his expression. “Yeah, maybe. At any rate, I don’t
want you to worry. We’ll see to it that your knights are
comfortable and can send a good word back to your people now that
they know you’re fine.” He kissed her. “By the way, thanks for
telling them you want to be here.”

“It’s the least I can do since I’m
sharing your bed.”

This time when he chuckled, his mood was
brighter. “I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry. Care to join me
for breakfast.”

“It’d be my pleasure.” She accepted his
arm and he led her out of the room.

 


***

 


“You’re not going to stay longer?”
Sandy asked as Gavin turned to leave the courtyard during sword
practice later that day.

He placed his sword in the sheath. “I’m done
practicing for today, but you should stay and continue.”

“Why?”

“Because you should hone your skills.
You’re not too bad.”

She rolled her eyes. “Thanks.”

“I meant it as a compliment.” He placed
his hands on her arms and kissed her. “Considering you knew nothing
about handling a sword when you first came here, you do very well.
But, you need more practice.”

She glanced at the sword in her hands and
nodded. “Alright, though it’s a shame we’ve been married for such a
short time, and you’re already running off to be away from me.”

Amused, he gave her another kiss. “I’m not
running off to get away from you. I just want to check on your
knights and make sure they’re comfortable.”

“Shouldn’t I do that? I’m their
queen.”

“And now I’m their king. Just have fun
playing with the sword and I’ll be back soon.”

“Playing with the sword?” she asked,
her tone giving away her disbelief. “You think I’m out here to
play?”

“‘Playing’ is the wrong word.” He had
no intention of ever letting her onto the battlefield, but there
was no need to tell her that. “Practice. I meant you should
practice.”

Though she didn’t look
convinced, she relented. “Okay. I’ll stay here and practice,
not play.”

“I’ll be back soon.”

He hurried into the castle and motioned to
the guard waiting for him. “Are the knights in the planning
room?”

“Yes, my lord,” the guard replied as
they strode down the hall. “They’re expecting you.”

“Good.”

He glanced over his shoulder. Sandy hadn’t
followed him. The last thing he needed was to put her in harm’s
way. When he reached the planning room, the guard opened the door
and let him in. The guards standing in the room shut the door to
ensure their privacy.

The knights rose from their chairs and
bowed.

“Thanks for meeting me here,” he said
as he retrieved King Petros’ letter and the map of their world. “I
don’t want the queen or anyone else getting word of what we’re
going to discuss.” He examined everyone in the room.
“Agreed?”

“Yes, my lord,” they
replied.

He placed the map on the table and gestured
for his four guards to approach the table so everyone could read
the letter. “What do you make of this?”

“I read it as a threat,” Sir Raleigh,
one of Sandy’s knights, said.

“Yes, I take it that way, too,” Gavin
agreed. “But there’s something else of interest. He mentioned that
by bringing the author into the story, the plans he’s been working
on for the past year might be compromised. Do any of you know what
he means by that?” He glanced at the three knights.

“Well,” Sir Raleigh slowly began, “he
mentioned something about capturing a magician with great
power.”

“What would he want with a magician?”
Sir Handel, his guard, asked.

“Magic,” Gavin thoughtfully replied.
“Unlimited magic at his disposal. But even magic has its
limits.”

“What limits?” Sir Handel
asked.

“He can’t force someone to do his will.
They must choose to do what he wants. And since my sword can pierce
through magic, he’s potentially vulnerable if I were to fight him.”
With a sigh, Gavin rubbed the back of his neck. There was something
they were missing. He was sure of it. “What do you know about
him?”

“Not much. His character was never
developed in the book.”

“But he attacked you and your men?
Without any provocation?”

“I don’t know if I’d say it was without
provocation. He thought we kidnapped the author.”

“But why would he care?” Gavin asked.
“She hadn’t done anything with him in the book. What could he have
to gain or lose from it? Did he say anything that would give us a
clue into his motivation?”

Sir Raleigh glanced at the other knights and
one said, “He kept saying something about no one standing in the
way of his destiny.”

Gavin considered his words and realized by
taking Sandy into the story and changing it, he possibly changed
how the second book might have played out. Maybe that’s what
bothered King Petros. It made sense if that was the case. “But why
did he assume you kidnapped her?”

With another glance at the other knights, Sir
Raleigh said, “My knights and I had met prior to the author writing
the final scene of this story. In this meeting, we agreed that it
might have been hasty on her part to kill you off.”

“We were aware that you didn’t want to
be the villain and thought it was unfair that she didn’t consider
an alternative ending for the story,” another knight
added.

“If the author won’t listen to one
character,” Sir Raleigh began, “then what hope do the rest of us
have? Nothing went against our wishes in this story, but we didn’t
want to take our chances if she wrote a second book.”

“Somehow the fact that she’s here is
preventing King Petros from doing something,” Gavin thoughtfully
replied. “I suspect he needs her back in her world.”

“Can having the author in this story
stop any of us from doing something?” Sir Handel spoke
up.

“I didn’t think so but apparently it
can,” Gavin said, turning his attention to the map. “He was last
seen in Crystaline.” He pointed to Sandy’s kingdom.

“Yes.” Sir Raleigh placed his finger at
the valley and moved it to the castle. “He went in this direction.
This area of the valley is the weakest part of the land because the
floods last year devastated it. Most people left to seek a new life
elsewhere.”

Gavin nodded. Any intelligent warrior would
choose the path of least resistance. “And he brought an army with
him?”

“Yes,” Sir Raleigh replied. “Ten
thousand men were with him.”

“Not to be insensitive to your loss,
but you held up well if all you lost were three men.”

“It’s because the author strengthened
us through a rigorous exercise routine.”

That was to her advantage, Gavin thought. He
examined the forest surrounding his land and wondered which way
King Petros would likely come through. Since his forest was
enchanted, he stood a good chance of delaying him, but he doubted
King Petros would give up until he arrived.

“Sir Handel,” Gavin began, “ask the
magician if he can detect any weaknesses in the forest. We’ll want
to focus our efforts in those areas.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Gavin placed his hands on his hips and
sighed. “There’s not much else we can do right now except wait and
watch for any sign of suspicious activity.”

“Agreed, my lord.”

He looked at Sir Raleigh and the other two
knights. “Will you assist when the time comes to go to battle?”

“Yes, my lord,” Sir Raleigh replied and
the other two nodded their consent.

Good. He’d secured Sandy’s warriors for
battle. “Oh, and one last thing. We don’t need to tell the author
about this. I don’t want to worry her.”

“Understood.”

Satisfied, Gavin dismissed the group.
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Fourteen

 


Sandy swung her sword and one of Gavin’s men
blocked it. She couldn’t be sure but it seemed like she was the one
who was putting forth all the effort. He wasn’t even sweating. She
realized Gavin had instructed the guard to go easy on her but even
so, she suspected he was trying to make her believe she was better
at sword fighting than she was.

Lowering her sword, she wiped her forehead
and struggled to catch her breath.

“Is my lady alright?” he
asked.

She waited for a few moments to answer him
because that’s how long it took for her to take a good, deep
breath. “I’m not good at this, am I?”

“Oh, you shouldn’t think that way,” he
kindly admonished. “The king gave you a sword because he knew you
could handle it.”

“I don’t know.” She sheathed the sword
then wiped her hands and face with a towel a servant handed her. “I
think the king is letting me do this sword thing because he doesn’t
want to hurt my feelings.”

“That’s preposterous.”

“Is it? I’m his wife and I’m the author
of this book. Maybe he wants me to believe I’m the great warrior I
made myself out to be when I was writing. But I’m not a warrior in
real life. I’m a waitress at a diner. My biggest feat is balancing
a group of plates in my arms without dropping them. That’s not
exactly the kind of thing that helps on a battlefield.”

“Are you planning on going to
war?”

“Well,” she considered his question and
shook her head, “no. I don’t see any reason for it. I guess this
whole thing is a waste of time. Maybe I’d be better off doing
something else. Though,” she studied him and the others in the
courtyard, “why do all of you look as if you’re preparing for
battle?”

“Don’t think of it as preparing for
battle,” he replied. “Think of it as polishing our
skills.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

But it still didn’t make much sense. There
was no threat and without her writing the story, there was no
chance of getting any conflict in this land. She rubbed the back of
her neck and looked up at the walls. How many days had she been up
there and in all that time, there weren’t nearly as many men
guarding the place as there were now? Her three knights climbed the
steps to one of the walls and talked with two guards. One of the
guards gestured to the west. What was all that about? Her kingdom
was to the south, so they couldn’t be talking about Crystaline.

“Are you done already?”

She turned in time to see Gavin entering the
courtyard. “What are they doing?” she asked, pointing to her
knights.

“Oh, the guards are showing them
around, getting them acquainted with Havenshire. Are you ready to
wash up before dinner?”

“Don’t they already know this land
since they came here?”

“They came through the enchanted
forest.”

“I thought it was hard to get through
there. Or didn’t you keep the enchantments I created in the
story?”

“I kept them.” Slipping his arm around
her waist, he led her into the castle. “But your men have been
granted permission to come here since you’re now the queen
here.”

“How did the forest know who they
were?”

“The magician saw to it that the
knights would be recognized and given safe passage.” He kissed her
cheek. “It’d be in bad form for me to hurt your men.”

“Okay.” She glanced at the belt around
her waist and removed the sword from the sheath. “You should have
this.”

He took the sword and studied her. “Why?
Don’t you want it?”

“No. I might be a warrior on paper, but
I’m not one in real life. There’s no sense in pretending to be
something I’m not.”

“But you can be, if you give it time
and plenty of practice.”

“Yeah, I guess.” She shrugged and
slowed her steps as they went up the stairs. “My heart’s not in it.
I thought it would be exciting and adventurous if I was a mighty
warrior, but the truth is, I’d rather be on the sidelines and cheer
the warriors on.”

“In that case, I’ll be a warrior for
both of us.”

Catching his grin, she chuckled. “Well, you
certainly have a big enough ego for it.”

They reached the top of the stairs and headed
for their bedchamber. The silence that passed between them was a
comfortable one. She liked knowing that they could share a stroll
without feeling the need to always say something.

Later, while they were bathing, she asked
him, “What would you like me to wear at dinner tonight?”

His eyebrows rose. “Are you kidding me?”

“Nope. Dead serious.” She soaped her
hair and face, relieved to get the sweat off of her. Sometimes she
missed taking a shower. The bath did the job, but there was
something soothing about closing her eyes and letting the water
massage her skin. Rinsing her hair, she asked, “Well?”

He glanced at her, as if not believing she
wanted to know but finally said, “Okay. I love it when you wear red
and black. So I’d like to see you in a dress that is one or the
other or a mix of both.”

“That can be arranged.”

He set his washcloth down and studied her.
“What’s this about?”

“Nothing,” she replied with a shrug and
poured the cup over her hair, rinsing it again. “I just thought I’d
do something you like, that’s all.”

He hesitated to respond but smiled.
“Really?”

“Yeah. Once in a while I try to do
something nice.”

Chuckling, he rose from the tub and wrapped
the towel around his waist.

“You’re done already?”

“Yep. I didn’t even need a bath since I
missed most of the sword practice out there.”

“Oh, right. Well, I’m not going to miss
that.”

He knelt behind her and massaged her
shoulders. “Are you still going to watch me?”

She giggled as he kissed the side of her
neck. “I don’t know. Do you want me to?”

“Sure. It’d be nice for you to see me
strain my strong, rippling muscles as I wield my sword.”

She snorted. “I’m surprised your ego can fit
in this room.”

“Oh come on. You know you can’t help
but think you married a hunk when you look at me.”

“You see, Gavin, that’s where you’re
wrong. I don’t stare at you and think of having sex with
you.”

“Who said anything about sex? We’re
just talking about how much you admire my awesome body.”

Laughing, she dumped some water on his head.
“I think you need to cool off, mister.”

He chuckled and wrapped his arms around her
waist and kissed her shoulder. “On the contrary, my love, I need to
heat things up.”

“How did I end up with someone like
you?”

“Someone like me?”

“Yes. You’re an egomaniac.”

“Well, if you’re going to be a maniac,
then that’s the only kind to be,” he whispered and brought his
hands to her breasts where he tugged on her nipples.

A jolt of pleasure shot straight to her core.
She playfully shoved his hands away so she could get out of the
tub. “You’re worse than a horny teenager.”

“Oh come on, Sandy,” he said as she
dried her hair with her towel. He placed his hands on her hips and
turned her to face him. “I haven’t made love to you since last
night.”

Amused by the way he pouted, she set the
towel aside and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Has it been that
long?” She twirled his damp hair with her fingers.

He drew her closer, his hands traveling down
her back and cupping her behind. “Yes. It’s been forever.”

Noting his erection, she wiggled against him,
enjoying it when he groaned. “It has been a very long time.” Unable
to stop herself, she patted his chest and gave him a chaste kiss.
“We’ll have so much fun tonight.”

She turned her back to him and headed for her
armoire so he wouldn’t see her smile.

“Tonight?”

Biting her tongue so she wouldn’t laugh at
his bewildered tone, she opened the armoire. She waited until she
could talk without laughing before she pointed to the dark red
flowing gown with black hearts embedded around its hem. “I was
thinking of wearing this one. What do you think?” She didn’t dare
look at him because she knew if she did, then she’d burst out
laughing.

A moment passed before he walked over to her.
“You can’t be serious. You’re going to make me wait until
tonight?”

“What? Aren’t you hungry?”

“Well, yeah, but not for
food.”

“That’s funny. I distinctly recall
hearing your stomach growl when you were taking a bath.” As much as
she tried to complete the last part of her sentence without
laughing, she couldn’t do it. She turned to him and hugged him.
“You’re so sweet, Gavin. You really would have waited until tonight
if I didn’t want to do it now, wouldn’t you?” She cupped his
stunned face in her hands and kissed him. “However, as it turns
out, you’re in luck.” She lowered her hands and slipped them under
his towel, loosening it so that it fell to the floor. “I happen to
be in the mood.”

Relieved, he pressed her close to him and
grinned. “Okay, you had me going. I had no idea you could bluff
like that.”

“I have a trick or two up my
sleeve.”

“Indeed you do.” He ran his hands up
her arms and kissed her. “You know, being able to fight with a
sword is important but so is outwitting your opponent.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re very welcome.”

She kissed him, parting her lips in a silent
invitation for him to interlace his tongue with hers, and he
obeyed. She loved the strong masculine feel of his body as it
pressed against hers. He had his egotistical moments, but one thing
she couldn’t deny was how gorgeous he was with or without his
clothes. And while she’d never admit it, she had thought of him in
sensual ways while watching him in the courtyard. There was
something primitive and sexual about a man who believed in doing
everything he could to protect what was his. She had no doubt that
he would do everything in his power to keep her safe, no matter
what happened, and given how considerate he was to those he ruled
over, he’d always be considerate of her.

With a mischievous smile, she took his hand
and led him to the bed. “Get on it.”

His eyebrow rose in interest. “Is that a
command?”

“Yes. Why? Are you going to refuse to
do it?”

“Considering there’s a bed and we’re
naked, I’ll do whatever you say.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.” She
playfully swatted his behind. “Now get on the bed before I change
my mind.”

“Oh, I don’t want you to do that.” He
settled onto his back and waved her toward him.

Though she shook her head, she got in beside
him. Leave it to Gavin to figure out a way to get her to do his
bidding no matter what the situation was. Even so, she didn’t let
the fact that she had just followed his command stop her from
kissing him. The least she could do was lead some of their
lovemaking.

She ran her hand down his chest, stopping
briefly to tease his nipples. He let out a low growl, pulled her
into his arms and kissed her neck, teasing the skin under her ear
with his tongue. Shivering in delight, she lowered her hand and
wrapped it around his erection. She lowered her hand to the base of
his shaft then up to his tip, running her thumb along the slit
where a bead of moisture was. She rubbed the moisture of his tip
then renewed her grasp on his shaft so she could continue stroking
him.

He groaned and rolled her to her back. His
hand slid between them then his fingers slipped into her. She
shifted so he could go deeper and was rewarded when he found the
sensitive area in her core. She whispered her encouragement, her
hips rocking on their own accord. He kept fondling her and her hand
stilled on his shaft as she became aware of how close she was to
her orgasm. Murmuring his name, she gripped his arm, giving herself
completely to the sexual tension building in her core. His fingers
kept stroking her core, working faster and ensuring that she would
climax. When she did, she cried out and stilled, her body clenching
tightly around his fingers.

He waited until her body relaxed before he
slipped his fingers out of her and shifted so that his erection was
nestled inside her. Grabbing her hips, he slowly built the momentum
of his thrusting, in no hurry to finish what he started.

At one point, he rolled onto his back, taking
her with him so that she was straddling him. This position allowed
her to angle her sensitive nub against him, and she worked with
him, her hips moving in time with his. He cupped her breasts,
lightly pinching her nipples in a way that intensified her pleasure
until she climaxed once more. He joined her soon after, his body
shuddering beneath her, his seed filling her. They relaxed soon
after and she settled next to him on the bed, wrapped securely in
his arms, her head resting on his shoulder.

“I think I outdid myself this time,” he
murmured then kissed the top of her head.

She lifted her head so she could see his
expression, not too surprised by the cocky smile on his lips.

“You had your pleasure twice this time,
and I only had mine once,” he explained.

“I have a mind to say something to
deflate that ego of yours,” she replied. “As much as you’d like me
to believe you’re nothing like the man I created, you’re the kind
of lover I imagined you to be. Arrogant, skilled,
domineering.”

His grin widened and he cupped one of her
breasts in his hand. “Skilled, huh?”

“I included ‘arrogant’ and
‘domineering’ in that description, and all you can focus on is
‘skilled’?”

“Well, since I’m a skilled lover, don’t
I have the right to be the rest?” He kissed her neck, just below
her ear, turning her exasperated sigh into one of
pleasure.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do with
you,” she said, already knowing she was going to lose the battle as
her body responded to him.

“I’m not stupid, Sandy. I kept parts of
my personality you set up for me. Being an excellent lover was for
your benefit.” Before she could respond, he gave her a lingering
kiss that made her melt in his arms. “Don’t worry. I saved myself
for you. I didn’t want to waste my talents as the world’s greatest
lover on someone else.”

She was ready to protest that even he wasn’t
the world’s greatest lover, but his hand slipped between her legs
and she gave into the pleasure of being intimate with him once
more.
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Fifteen

 


The next afternoon while Gavin practiced with
his sword, Sandy decided to take a stroll along the garden path. As
much as she enjoyed watching him fight, she wanted to do something
different. She clasped her hands in front of her as she took note
of the variety of flowers lining her path. It really was a lovely
garden, and the weather was ideal for a walk. But her gaze kept
going to the wall surrounding the castle.

There was no doubt about it. There were more
guards than there used to be, and though she hadn’t heard anything
about it, she sensed the guards were on high alert. They stood at
their posts, not taking their eyes off the area of land they were
expected to watch. Even one of the knights from her kingdom had a
post. The others were probably resting until it was their turn to
keep watch. But what were they watching for?

She glanced around her and caught a slight
movement out of the corner of her eye. Surprised, she turned and
inspected the large tree. She could have sworn someone slipped
behind it. Curious, she approached it, mindful that all she had to
do was scream and arrows would be flying at the person behind the
tree, in case the person meant her harm.

She shook her head and laughed. She was the
author. No one could hurt her. Assured by this logic, she headed
for the tree. A flicker of movement came from behind it. She picked
up her pace and stopped when she saw the same old man she’d talked
to in the village.

“What are you doing here?” she asked,
not hiding her surprise. “How did you get here? The guards should
have seen you come into the castle.” And if they had, she would
have known about it since she was the queen.

“I’m a holographic image,” the man
said, lowering his hood so she could get a better look at
him.

She squinted but saw the slight distortion in
his face. “Okay,” she slowly consented then reached out to touch
his shoulder. Her hand went through it. Pulling her hand back, she
studied him. “Were you a holographic image when I saw you in the
village?”

“No.”

“Then how did you disappear so fast
when my husband came into the shop? One moment you were there and
the next, you were gone.”

“I don’t have much time. My image will
only work for a few minutes. Sandy, I know you’re the author of
this story, and I also know King Blackheart brought you here
against your will. I am here to offer you a way out.”

“A way out?”

“A chance of escape.” He dug a round
object out of his pocket and held it in front of her.

It rotated in midair, and it took her a
moment to realize it was the world she had created for the story.
She saw Crystaline, Havenshire, and the other kingdoms. “That’s
amazing,” she whispered, entranced by the moving globe. “How are
you making it move?”

“That’s not important. What’s important
is that you get to the portal that will take you home so you can
finish this story as you originally intended. I have saved the
original file in a backup document on your computer. All you need
to do is take this hologram and it’ll take you to the
portal.”

Her gaze went to the floating orb which
showed her a path from the castle and into the forest where a dot
was blinking. She guessed the dot was the portal.

“Every kingdom has a portal to your
world, but you’re closest to this one.”

She bit her lower lip and debated going back.
If she went back, she’d have to give up Gavin and everything that
had happened since she’d been here. But going back would mean
returning to her family and friends. Well, maybe those two things
didn’t have to be exclusive. Gavin knew how to get to her world.
Maybe he could arrange it so she could visit her family and friends
from time to time. But if she went to the portal without him, then
she wouldn’t know how to get back here, and that meant she’d lose
him.

“I appreciate the offer, really I do,”
she began, “but I don’t want to leave.”

The man’s eyebrows furrowed. “You mean to
tell me you’re happy here? With a king who has forced you here
against your will?”

“I know it seems bad, what he did and
all, but it’s really not. He’s a good king. He’s not the villain I
made him out to be in the original document.”

He frowned and returned the globe to his
pocket. “I see. You have fallen in love with him.”

“Well, yes.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Finding that a curious sentiment since she’d
think everyone in the kingdom would be relieved because he was a
merciful king, her eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t understand. Why are
you sorry to hear it?”

He disappeared.

Startled, she stepped back. After a moment,
she waved her hand where he’d been standing. Just who was the
strange old man, and why did he care if she returned to her world
or not? She took a deep breath and remained still, her gaze on the
spot he’d been, wondering if he’d return. But he didn’t. A couple
minutes passed before she turned around and proceeded down the
walkway.

She bit her lower lip and glanced at the
guards. Should she be concerned? They were watching for someone,
which meant Gavin was worried about something. He might protest it,
but he was definitely being cautious. She wondered if it had
something to do with the man she’d been talking to?

She debated whether or not to tell Gavin what
just happened. Maybe if she did, he’d come out and tell her exactly
what was going on with those guards lining the walls. And who knew?
Maybe there was a connection between the guards’ watch and the
man.

Decision made, she lifted the hem of her
dress and headed for the courtyard. When she reached it, she
paused, taking a moment to admire the skill Gavin employed with the
sword. He hadn’t been as focused when he was practicing with her,
preferring to act charming and sweet instead. But now he wasn’t
trying to impress her. He was honing his skills, and though she’d
never come out and admit it, she did entertain sensual thoughts as
she watched him.

When he glanced in her direction, she noted
the warmth flooding her cheeks. There was no way he could know her
thoughts and yet, he winked and shot her a suggestive smile before
he turned his attention back to his sword. She had a mind to
deflate that ego of his, except she caught the way his muscles
worked under his thin, white shirt. She loved grabbing those strong
arms while he made love to her.

All too soon, the exercises were over, and he
was crossing the lawn so he could talk to her. “How is my lady
doing?” he asked, his skin glistening with sweat.

She licked her lower lip as she contemplated
what it might be like to have him make mad passionate love to her
while she wore her dress and he wore nothing. There was something
wonderfully wicked about that fantasy. Blinking back her thoughts,
she cleared her throat. “You didn’t put some kind of spell over me,
did you?”

He chuckled and sheathed his sword. “No. Why
would I do that?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I wouldn’t put
anything past you. You’d probably like nothing more than for me to
throw myself at you.” It’d be just like him to put a spell over her
to get her to seduce him.

A slow smile spread across his lips. “If you
want me to take you, why don’t you just say so?”

“As it turns out, I’m not here for
that.”

“Doesn’t matter. We can go to the
bedchamber or somewhere else that’s private and make all your
dreams come true.”

“Or maybe these are your dreams you’d
be making come true?”

“If that’s your story, I’m willing to
go along with it.” He took her hand in his and lifted it to his
lips, his kiss making her body tingle in excitement.

“What am I going to do with
you?”

He squeezed her hand and winked. “I don’t
care as long as you promise to be gentle.”

With a grin, she pulled her hand away from
his. “Well, this is an unlucky moment for you because I’m not here
to do anything sexual with you.”

He frowned. “Not even a little bit?”

“No. In fact, I have something
important to discuss with you.”

“Really?”

She glanced around and slipped her arm around
his. “It’s probably something we should discuss in private.”

“And we can’t combine this with
something more fun because…?”

She shrugged. “I have a feeling this might be
important enough that you won’t be in the mood for sex.” She noted
the flicker of apprehension on his face. “Okay. Maybe I’m being
dramatic. It could be nothing.” But even as she said it, she
wondered if it was the truth. Something about her encounter with
the old man just wasn’t right.

When they were inside the castle, she made a
turn to go to their bedchamber, but he stopped her. “I discuss
serious matters in the planning room.”

“Alright.” She led him in the opposite
direction and waited until they were in the room before she spoke.
“Remember that old man I told you about?”

“The one from the strange shop in the
village?”

“Yes.”

She expected him to walk right over to her,
but he sat on the edge of the table in front of her, one foot on
the arm of the chair in front of him. He rested his elbow on his
knee and leaned forward. “What about him?”

“I saw him.”

“When?”

“Just now, as I was walking through the
gardens.”

His eyebrows furrowed. “That’s impossible.
None of my guards saw any suspicious activity there.”

Her eyes grew wide. “Your guards are watching
me?”

“No,” he quickly argued with a forced
chuckle. “Not watching you. They’re watching out for
you.”

She crossed her arms and stared at him, not
sure she liked any of this. “I fail to see the difference.”

“There’s a huge one. By
watching out for
you, they are protecting you from
harm.”

“And what am I being protected from?”
When he hesitated, she grunted and turned away from him so she
could look out the small window. Her gaze went to the wall where
three guards stood at their posts, ever diligent in their job.
“What’s out there that is a threat?”

“I suppose the answer lies with the old
man who somehow managed to sneak past the castle walls.”

“He didn’t sneak in. He was a
hologram.”

“A hologram?”

“Yes. He was a three-dimensional image.
It allowed him to be here without physically being
here.”

“I know what a hologram is and what it
can do,” he replied. “What I don’t understand is how he slipped the
hologram inside the castle. The thing he used could be anything,
and it’s probably something so small no one would notice it.” He
shook his head.

“What are you thinking?” she asked,
sensing there was more to this whole thing than he was telling
her.

“I already told you what I’m thinking.
This old man is using something small to find a way to get a
message to you. What did he say?”

“Before I tell you anything, I need to
know something first.” There was no way she was going to reveal
everything when he was hiding something important from her. She
uncrossed her arms and stepped toward him. “What’s going on? Why
are the guards watching out for me? What threat am I supposed to
watch out for?”

“The old man.”

“You’re dodging my
question.”

“No, I’m not. It was an old man who
appeared to you. Twice now.”

“But who is he?”

“I don’t know. That’s what I need to
find out.”

“I don’t believe you.” She shook her
head. “After all we’ve done together, how can you sit there and lie
to me? Do you really think I’m so stupid that I can’t figure out
you’re not telling me the truth?”

He swallowed and averted her gaze. She waited
for a long moment for him to answer her, determined that she’d
stand in front of him all night if that’s how long it took to get
the truth out of him. He was remarkably stubborn, but she could be
too if she wanted to be and since this concerned her, she had good
reason to stand her ground.

“Gavin, tell me everything,” she
finally said, her voice leaving no room for argument.

His shoulders slumped and he rolled his eyes.
“Fine. It’s King Petros. King Petros is coming here to send you
back to your world. Happy?”

She frowned. “King Petros? You don’t think he
also wants to be a hero, do you?”

“I never wanted to be the hero. I just
wanted to live.”

“You gave everyone you were supposed to
have killed a second chance at a good life. That is the kind of
thing a hero does.”

“I didn’t see it that way. I only
wanted to undo the damage you made me do.”

“Alright. Fine. Whatever. It doesn’t
matter now since it’s all in the past. What matters is that you
wanted to get a hold of me so you could change my book. Do you
think King Petros wants to do the same thing?”

“He wants to send you back so you’ll
keep the book as it was originally written. That means I’d end up
killing off everyone all over again and you’d kill me in the final
chapter.”

“Oh.” She thought over what the old man
had told her when she said she didn’t want to go back to her world.
He said he was sorry to hear it. “Why does he care so much if I
write the second book? He’d be the villain. That means he’d have to
die at the end in order for the book to be complete.”

“If he can send you back, then he can
access your world.”

“Well, yes. I suppose that’s
true.”

“If he can access your world, then he
can abduct you to force you to change the story.”

“You know, I’ve never heard of any
other author who’s been harassed by her characters as much as I
am.”

He slid off the table and pulled her into his
arms. “I didn’t set out to harass you. I just wanted to stay
alive.”

“Well, maybe he does, too. Maybe I
should talk to him. It’s not like I have to write another book.”
And given how much trouble everyone was going to so they could
change what she wanted to write, it wasn’t even worth it. “I can
tell him I won’t write anything else. Then he’ll feel safe and go
back to whatever kingdom I placed him in.”

“He rules Reinhold.”

“What does it matter? The fact is, this
whole thing isn’t worth it. I mean, I can’t write a simple story
without my characters going all crazy on me. From now on, the only
thing I’m going to write is a grocery list. Hopefully, the broccoli
won’t raise a protest when I pass it up for a tomato.”

He chuckled and kissed her. “Well, if I was
broccoli, I’d wish I was a tomato so you’d take me home.”

She rolled her eyes but grinned. “You have no
need to worry because we’d go to the store and come back
together.”

“That’s nice to know.” He massaged her
shoulders. “Look, I don’t want you to worry. I’ll handle King
Petros.”

“I’m the author. I should be the one to
handle him.”

“I don’t think that’s a good
idea.”

“Why not? I just told you I won’t write
book two and kill him off. I’ll tell him the same thing. End of
problem.”

“No, I don’t think so. This isn’t the
same as it was with me.”

“Oh? Afraid I’ll leave you for him?”
She meant to tease him, figuring he’d give her one of his cocky
grins and say that there was no contest between him and King Petros
because he was much better.

But to her surprise, he turned unexpectedly
serious and made eye contact with her. “King Petros isn’t harmless.
He killed three of your men to try to send you back to your world.
I didn’t kill anyone to do what I wanted. You might not have
thought him through when you introduced him in the original version
of this story, but he’s taken on a life of his own and I don’t
think he’s the type of character who minds being the villain.”

She considered his words. “If that’s true,
then why didn’t he come right out and harm me? Why offer me a way
back to my world where I could restore the original story?”

“There’s an original file of the story
still available?”

“It’s on my hard drive. He put it in a
file you wouldn’t find.”

He let go of her shoulders so he could scoot
off the table.

As he headed for a cabinet in the corner of
the room, she added, “You have no reason to worry. I’m not going to
use the original version.” She traced the smooth edge of the table
as he retrieved a rolled up map and set it down. “In fact, I told
him I’m not interested in going back.” The last part she said
softly, knowing as she came out and admitted it, she was revealing
much more of her heart than she’d done with any other man.

His eyes met hers. “You’d do that? Give up
your world to be with me?”

Her face growing warm, she lowered her gaze
to where her fingers ran along the table’s cool surface. “I didn’t
take the globe he wanted to give me that would have taken me back
there.”

“I love you.”

Her heartbeat picked up and she chanced a
look at him.

“I don’t want to live without you,” he
continued, his voice gentle.

With a smile, she relaxed. “I don’t want to
live without you either.”

“Because you love me?” he pressed, his
eyes twinkling.

“If I say yes, will your ego get even
bigger?”

“Most likely.”

Well, at least he could admit it. “Alright.
I’ll take my chances and say yes, though I will add you wouldn’t be
anything without me,” she teased.

He winked. “I won’t forget.”

Turning his attention back to the map, he
rolled it out. “King Petros came from Reinhold.” He waved her over
so she walked over to him and peered down at the map. “Before he
came here, he went to Crystaline then came here, to Havenshire.
What we know is that he planned an attack in Crystaline before he
tracked you down and sent a holographic image to talk to you.” He
drummed his fingers on the table and glanced at her. “I doubt he’s
really an old man.”

“No. I barely know anything about him,
but I know he was young.”

“Any idea of what he looks
like?”

She shrugged. “A vague idea. Didn’t my
knights see him?”

“No. He wore the mask that was the face
of a golden vulture.”

“A golden vulture?”

“Yeah, apparently it’s his trademark.”
He scanned the map. “You said he wanted to get you back to your
world?”

She nodded and tapped the area in the heart
of the Havenshire forest. “The globe he showed me said the portal
back to my world is here, at least in this kingdom.”

“He’s right. It is. And it’s not easy
to get to. I have enchantments set through the entire
kingdom.”

“Like what?”

“Quicksand, mirrors that make you think
you’re heading one way when all you’re doing is going in circles,
trees that try to lure you off your path. Stuff like
that.”

“Well, how fun. Sounds like I would
have enjoyed the trip.”

His lips curled up at her sarcastic tone.
“You needn’t worry. The enchantments won’t affect you. You’re the
queen of this land. You’re safe from harm. In fact, the things
living there will help you.”

“That would have been nice to know
sooner.”

“There was no point in telling you
before you fell in love with me.”

“You’re sneaky,” she wrapped her arms
around his waist and kissed his cheek, “but I’ll forgive you since
you’re cute.”

“Being cute has its perks.”

“Definitely.” She kissed his cheek and
giggled when he squeezed her bottom.

“Is there anything else that happened
between you and that hologram?”

“No. He offered to show me a way back
to my world, I declined, and he didn’t like my answer.” She glanced
at the map. “What are you looking at this for?”

“I’m trying to figure out which
direction King Petros is coming from. Since he left Crystaline, it
stands to reason he came from the south.” He pointed to her
kingdom. “He could access Havenshire from any of these two points
of entry into the forest.”

“I will say one thing, that forest is a
great hiding place for a lot of men.”

“Now you know why the guards are lined
up along the wall.”

“At least you have the large clearing
between this castle and the forest. It buys you some time before
they can attack.”

“Not much but every second counts.” He
traced two paths along the forest. “Though I didn’t think he’d find
a way to send a hologram through the castle walls.”

“Shouldn’t your forest be a hindrance
to his army?”

“A determined warrior finds a way, even
if it costs him some men along the way.”

“You’re not like that. You wouldn’t
sacrifice your men to get something you wanted.”

He rolled up the map and put it away. “I’m
not King Petros.”

True. She couldn’t argue his logic, though
she was beginning to think she would have done better with her
story if she’d swapped him with King Petros. At least then, she
would have gotten the villain right.

He returned to her and slipped his arm around
her shoulders. Leading her out of the room, he whispered, “Now, I
believe we got sidetracked before you were going to tell me how
much you wanted to make mad passionate love to me.”

Though she rolled her eyes, she felt a smile
tug at her lips. “You mean, ‘how much I want to make mad passionate
love to you’.”

“That’s what I said.”

It took a moment to get his joke and when she
did, she nudged him in the side. “I give up. Let’s go to the
bedchamber so we can get ready for dinner.”

He chuckled and kissed her cheek. “As my lady
wishes, it shall be.”


 


 


 


 Chapter
Sixteen

 


Four days passed without incidence, and
despite the number of guards placed through the castle and along
the walls, Gavin insisted on being with Sandy everywhere she went.
Granted, he meant well. She knew he was doing it to protect her,
but there were times when she missed being alone.

On the fifth day as Sandy was trying to read
a book about the Havenshire forest, her gaze kept going to Gavin
who watched her from the other side of the room. When she asked to
come to the large sunroom so she could relax on the sofa and read,
she expected him to let down his guard since no one else was there,
but he remained focused on her. She even turned her back to him in
hopes that he’d turn his attention to something else, but when she
glanced over her shoulder, he was staring at her.

With a groan, she straightened on the sofa
and slammed her book shut. “Can’t you do something else?”

“My duty is to protect you at all
costs, and we know there’s a threat nearby.”

“Yes, I know that, but the threat isn’t
right here in this room.”

“We don’t know that.”

“Yes, we do. You had the guards search
the room before we came in here.” She sighed and placed the book
beside her. “Look, I understand why you’re doing this, but it’s
driving me crazy. I can’t live like this.”

“Would you rather have a guard watch
over you?”

Noting the hurt tone in his voice, she shook
her head. “No. I just want you to do something else while you’re in
this room with me. Can’t you read a book or look out the window or
rest your eyes?”

“If I do that, something might happen
to you.”

“Nothing is going to happen. We’re in a
closed space. There is only one way in or out. There is nothing in
here with us that we need to be concerned about.”

“But King Petros could have sent
something in here that looks like it belongs here but doesn’t. My
guards might be thorough but they’re only human. They could miss
something. Not all threats are big or obvious.”

“What if I promise to scream at the top
of my lungs if something bad happens to me? You will be able to
save me in a matter of seconds.”

“But it could take a couple of seconds
for you to be abducted.”

She groaned. “If you refuse to leave me alone
for longer than a couple minutes so I can use the bathroom in
private, will you at least stop staring at me?”

“Are you saying you’re tired of me
already?”

“I’m saying I need some space, some
time alone to just…be.”

“Just be?”

How could she explain this so he understood
it? With a sigh, she ran her fingers through her golden hair and
let it fall softly against her shoulders. “I love you. You know I
do. You’re sweet and look out for what’s best for me. You accept
everything about me, too. But sometimes it helps if I can enjoy
some time without you so that when we’re together, I appreciate you
even more.”

“I see your point, but I don’t know how
I can make sure you’re safe.” He paused. “What if I have a guard
watch you?”

She grimaced. “I don’t like that idea either.
I need to be by myself. Can’t you make sure a room is secure then
let me be in it? I won’t leave without ringing for you to come and
get me.”

After a long moment, he nodded. “Alright. I
can do that. I think of all the rooms I trust, I suggest the
bedchamber. Would you mind going there?”

“No, I wouldn’t.” Grateful, she rose to
her feet. “Thank you.”

“What a sad state of affairs it is when
a wife is eager to get away from her husband.”

“Don’t be like that.” She walked over
to him and kissed him. “We’ll appreciate each other much more after
we’ve had a break from each other.”

Though he didn’t seem convinced, he led her
to the door and checked the hallway before he motioned that it was
safe for her to leave the room. Slipping her arm around his, she
strolled down the hall, glancing around but not seeing anything out
of the ordinary. She tucked the book under her other arm and kissed
his cheek.

He grunted. “Oh sure. Now that I agree to get
away from you, you act all loving.”

Knowing she couldn’t soothe his ego, at least
for the moment, she turned her attention to the staircase as they
headed up the steps. She would make it up to him later. She’d tell
him how much she wanted him to make love to her. He liked it when
she admitted it, and it was true so she wouldn’t have to lie.

When they reached the bedchamber, he searched
the entire place. She tried not to let her impatience show,
especially since he went back over a couple of areas twice. But she
held her tongue and kissed him good-bye.

“I’ll be back in an hour to see how
you’re doing,” he said.

“Okay.” She gave him another kiss. “I
love you.”

Though he rolled his eyes, he said, “I love
you, too. Make sure you lock the door.”

After he left, she shut the door and locked
it. She glanced around the room and sighed with relief. It felt
wonderful to be alone! She hurried to the bed and settled into a
nice, comfortable spot. Opening her book, she found the place she’d
left off. She didn’t get past one sentence when a black mist
swirled around her. She coughed and tried to throw the book aside,
but vines grew out of the book and clasped her hands. She tried to
scream but the mist put her into a deep sleep.

 


***

 


Gavin paced the wall between two of his
guards. He probably should be practicing with his sword, but he
couldn’t concentrate. Something was bothering him, and it wasn’t
even the fact that Sandy wanted to be alone. Something wasn’t
right. He could feel it.

He turned to one of the guards. “Will you go
to my bedchamber and ask Sandy if she’s okay?” Hopefully, she
wouldn’t mind if the guard went to check on her.

The guard nodded and left his post at the
wall.

Relieved, he turned his attention to the
forest beyond the clearing in front of his castle. His sword was
sheathed on the belt around his waist, but his fingers itched to
pull it out. Something was definitely wrong. He tapped his foot
impatiently and scanned the other walls, noting that the other
guards were careful to keep their posts. Good. They needed all the
advantage they could get.

He caught sight of a sliver of light coming
from the forest just as one of his guards yelled an alarm. King
Petros had made his move. Gavin turned to the guards in hearing
distance and cried to attack. While his men assembled to battle
King Petros’ men, Gavin hurried down the stairs leading to his
bedchamber. He was no fool. King Petros had been waiting for the
moment he left Sandy alone. He knew he should have stayed with her!
Now King Petros had a good head start on him.

Mentally cursing himself for being so stupid,
he hurried down the halls until he came to the bedchamber door. The
guard he sent to check on Sandy lay in an unconscious heap on the
floor. After he made sure the guard was going to be alright, he
tested the doorknob. He expected it to be locked, but it wasn’t. He
slowly opened the door, deciding it was best to be cautious rather
than burst into the room.

A careful glance around the room assured him
King Petros wasn’t there. However, Sandy also wasn’t there, though
he saw the book she’d been reading. It was lying face down on the
bed. He picked it up and flipped through it, surprised that all the
pages were blank. He distinctly remembered there being words in it
before.

Checking the cover, his
jaw clenched. The book was enchanted. Somehow King Petros had
slipped it into the castle. But how? On the cover, words
appeared. You lose, King
Blackheart. No one but him would
understand the message from King Petros. He was sending Sandy back
to her world, and since she was the author, there was no way she
could make it back to this world on her own. She needed one of the
characters to pull her in.

He hurried to his battle room to retrieve his
armor. He knew better than to go against King Petros without the
proper enchantment. Since King Petros had access to magic from a
powerful magician, then he needed to be sure he could defend
himself from it. As he reached the room, he caught sight of a mouse
scurrying across the floor and realized it was following him.
Pulling out his sword, he leapt toward it and pinned it against the
wall.

“Who are you and what business do you
have here?” he demanded.

The mouse squeaked in protest, its whiskers
twitching in panic.

“Show yourself, traitor.” He removed
the sword on the mouse’s body but kept it pointed at
him.

The blue mist swirled around the mouse until
one of Sandy’s knights emerged from it. Trembling, he knelt before
Gavin. “Please don’t kill me. He made me do it. He threatened to
kill everyone in Crystaline if the others and I didn’t comply.”

“Threatened how?”

“They killed the knights we told you
about. It was a warning. He buried them up to their necks, cut out
their tongues and left them there for the vultures to eat. Please,
we have wives and children. We don’t want them to suffer the same
fate. Even you, with all the things the author made you do before
you abducted her hadn’t been so cruel as to give your enemies a
slow and painful death. You were always quick.”

“I’m not in the killing business unless
it’s absolutely necessary,” he replied and lowered his sword. “Do
you know where he took the author?”

“He wants her back in her world. It was
my friend’s job to place the book in the castle where she wouldn’t
be able to resist reading it. Then, when you weren’t looking, it
had a spell to send her to him. I was supposed to follow you and
tell him what you would do. He’ll be taking her to the portal that
will lead her back home.”

“Fine. Then you are to tell him I
stayed here to fight. Understood?”

“Yes, my lord,” he eagerly said, bowing
with relief.

“But if I find out this whole thing
you’ve told me has been a ploy, then I will kill you.”

He gulped and nodded. “It’s not a ploy.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about.”
Without another word, he continued on to the battle
room.

 


***

 


“Let me go, you brute!” Sandy whacked
the young version of King Petros against the head once more, but
his hold on the reins didn’t loosen. Had she not been bound to the
saddle through a spell, she would have risked an injury and fallen
off the steed. As it was, her hips on down were paralyzed. She
shoved at his back and, for the heck of it, said, “Would it kill
you to wear deodorant?”

“I don’t wear it because I knew it’d
bother you,” he spat and waved his hand so that magic bound her
hands together. “Enough. You should have come with me when I made
the offer. I would have been a lot nicer if you had.”

“You do realize my plan is to kill you
off if I write the second book, don’t you? Why do you think I had
to get King Blackheart out of the way first? You were going to be
the next villain, and every villain is supposed to die. If you send
me back, I’ll still control the stories.”

“You’re so amusing. You think there’s
not more than one way to thwart an author’s plans? Blackheart chose
to bring you into the story. I won’t be so kind.”

“But you need Blackheart to die first,
don’t you? That’s your problem.” How she wished she could whack him
again! “Because you know you’ll never win a battle against him.
He’s too good of a warrior for you to defeat.”

Though he didn’t answer her, the clenching of
his jaw told her all she needed to know. She was right. He needed
Gavin out of the way before he could proceed with his plan,
whatever that plan was.

King Petros ignored her as he led the horse
deeper into the forest. She hadn’t taken the time to examine her
surroundings up to that point, but since she couldn’t whack her
abductor anymore, she started to notice what the depths of the
Havenshire forest were like. The trees towered above her, their
green leaves seeming to whisper a warning that the breeze carried.
The deeper they went into the forest, the darker it became. She
couldn’t be sure, but she could swear that something was watching
them. She glanced over her shoulder and swore she saw something
scurry across the winding path. She inwardly shivered, praying that
Gavin was right, that the creatures lurking in this place would
protect her because she was married to him.

King Petros continued on the path, bending
when they passed under large and thick tree branches. She tried to
bend, but the spell he’d cast over her prevented her from doing so.
At one point, she thought for sure one of the branches would hit
her, but at the last moment, it pulled back, allowing her to pass
unscathed. To her surprise and relief, the other branches did the
same if she came in their direct path. So the forest would protect
her! Perhaps things weren’t as hopeless as King Petros would have
them appear. Encouraged, she called on the creatures to help
her.

 



 


 


 


 Chapter
Seventeen

 


In his battle attire, Gavin had the magician
send him to the forest where he waited by the entrance of the
portal that separated his world from Sandy’s. The portal was well
hidden in the side of a tree, a slight change in the bark’s
consistency being the only identifier to its location. He didn’t
know how King Petros discovered its location, but the fairies
warned Gavin that he was on his way.

He unsheathed his sword as soon as he heard
the sound of a horse traveling the path. When it came into view,
Gavin saw the branches reaching out in an attempt to grab Petros,
but he managed to ward them off with his sword. Sandy, who was on
the horse behind him, couldn’t move. No doubt she put up a fight,
so he felt the need to restrain her. Gavin couldn’t help but smile.
She must have fought hard if Petros had to resort to magic.

A group of gnomes came up to attack Petros,
but Gavin held his hand out. “I’ve got it,” he called out to them.
“Petros is my problem. I want to deal with him myself.”

The gnomes bowed then departed back to their
hiding places among the trees.

When Petros saw him, he pulled his horse to a
stop. “You can’t stop me, Blackheart!” Even as he made the
proclamation, he had to fight off another tree branch.

“You shouldn’t bite off more than you
can chew.” Gavin twirled his sword as he waited for Petros to get
off the horse. “We both know you’re no match for me.”

“I wouldn’t boast so soon.” He slid off
his horse and patted Sandy’s thigh.

Sandy sat, frozen on the horse, unable to
speak but able to glare at Petros.

“She’s not so bad once you make her
shut up and stop moving,” Petros said.

“Release your spell on her.”

“Or what?”

“Or I’ll make you.” Gavin approached
him then swung his sword so fast that the tip seemed to suddenly
appear at Petros’ throat. “Let her go.”

Petros vanished.

Whirling on his heel, Gavin stopped Petros
before he could strike him with a sword, his sword blocking Petros’
in a swift motion. “Too easy, Petros.”

Petros grunted but brought his sword up and
tried to strike him again. The fighting ensued for several minutes,
their swords clashing, their breathing growing shallow from
exertion. When Gavin gained the upper hand, Petros released his
spell on Sandy who fell from the horse.

Gavin knew better than to let his focus leave
Petros, but Sandy cried out in pain and he couldn’t help but glance
her way. And that one second was enough for Petros to gain the
advantage. One minute, Sandy was lying in the dirt path, and in the
next instant, Petros was pulling her up from the ground.

She stumbled against him and pounded her fist
into his chest. “Let me go!”

Petros held her around the waist with one arm
and held his sword out to Gavin to prevent him from getting near
her. “I can’t wait to get rid of you,” he snapped at her then
looked at Gavin. “I’m going to make a deal with you.”

Gavin slowly stepped toward him, his hand
tightening around the hilt of his sword. “And what would that be?”
If Petros hurt her, he’d make sure he regretted it.

“She either goes back to her world or
she dies here.”

“That’s not exactly a deal.”

“Sure, it is. In both situations, I
win.”

Gavin took another step forward. If he could
get close enough to Petros, he could swipe his arm and he’d have to
let go of the sword. “I take neither option.”

He pointed the sword at her side. “Take one
step closer and you won’t have a choice.”

He stopped, his mind racing through what
little choices he had.

“Don’t make a deal with him,” Sandy
said and struggled to get away from him. Not that it would do her
any good. Petros was much too strong for her. “I can’t be hurt. I’m
the author. I’m invincible inside this story.”

That was no guarantee. Sandy hadn’t had a
chance to be hurt during her time with him, something he wouldn’t
have wanted but if they had tested her theory with something as
simple as a paper cut, he’d feel more assured about it right
now.

“It doesn’t matter what you think,
Sandy,” Petros said, directing his gaze to Gavin. “What matters is
what Blackheart chooses. So what will it be? Send her back or I
kill her?”

Gavin glanced between her and Petros,
realizing if he didn’t do something fast, he was going to have to
give into the ultimatum. If he sent her back, he wouldn’t see her
again. Petros would find a way to have the original story restored.
The only thing preventing that was the fact that Sandy was trapped
in this version of the story. But he couldn’t allow Petros to kill
her. Either way, he was going to lose her, but he couldn’t lose her
because he’d been too selfish to send her back and let the original
story be reinstated.

His grip tightened once more on the hilt of
his sword. He walked in a circular path around Petros, forcing his
opponent to divide his attention between holding onto a struggling
Sandy and him. “Why don’t we do it this way?” He swung his sword,
studying Petros for a point of weakness. “You let Sandy go and I’ll
let you live to run back to your kingdom like the coward you
are.”

“I’m no coward,” Petros
barked.

“You’re hiding behind a defenseless
woman. Only a coward does that.”

Petros gritted his teeth, his hold on Sandy
weakening. Seeing his chance, Gavin swung his sword and cut off
Petros’ hand, causing the sword to fall to the ground. Petros swore
and used his magic to knock Sandy against a nearby tree. Then he
formed a ball of fire with his remaining hand and flung it at
Gavin. Gavin shielded himself with the sword, and the ball bounced
off of it.

“You think I’d be foolish enough to go
into battle without a sword that deflects magic?” Gavin closed in
on his opponent, ready to strike him and remove the threat he posed
once and for all.

Ignoring his injury, Petros smiled and
beckoned Gavin forward. “Come and get me.”

Gavin leapt at him, but he disappeared.
Turning around, he saw that Petros was behind him. He gritted his
teeth. How he hated magic! With a glance at Sandy who was demanding
she be released, he realized Petros had made it so that Sandy was
frozen to the tree. Being released was the worst thing that could
happen to her. As long as she stayed out of the way, she’d remain
safe.

Gavin remained still, knowing full well that
Petros would only disappear again if he tried to attack. There was
one viable option he had. Keeping an eye on Petros, he rushed to
Petros’ sword and grabbed it.

“You really shouldn’t have picked up my
sword,” Petros said, an irritating smirk on his face.

“You’re stripped of your weapon. Go
home with your tail behind your legs while you still have your
other body parts intact,” Gavin replied, holding both swords, ready
to use them if Petros should come at him with any magic.

“Or, I could do this.”

Before Gavin had time to blink, Petros’ sword
flew out of his hand and toward Sandy. Gavin saw what was going to
happen before it did, but he wasn’t quick enough to stop the sword
before it pierced her in the stomach. She let out a cry and
collapsed to the ground as the sword returned to Petros.

Gavin ran over to her, his steps feeling
abnormally slow, his heart seeming to come to an abrupt stop. He
reached her and gathered her into his arms.

“Sandy?” Gavin examined her dress where
the sword had struck her and prayed she’d been right, that because
she was the author, she couldn’t be harmed. But his prayers were in
vain. Blood was quickly staining her dress. “Sandy!”

She groaned and clutched her stomach. “I
didn’t think I could get hurt.”

Blinking tears from his eyes, he held her
closer. “Don’t move. I’ll get the magician. He’ll heal you. You’re
going to be alright.”

“I’m afraid that’s where you’re wrong,”
Petros said, approaching them, his sword over his shoulder. “The
sword is poisoned. It’s only a matter of time before she dies. Tell
me, Gavin, how much is it worth for you to live?”

As much as Gavin wanted to slay Petros right
then and there, he knew he didn’t have time. If he was going to
save Sandy, he had to do it now. Lifting her as carefully as he
could, he carried her toward the portal.

“What are you,” she clenched her teeth
and clutched her stomach again, “doing?”

“Once you go back to your world, the
original story will return.”

“No! What if,” she grimaced, “I don’t
remember you? What if I can’t get this version of the story
back?”

“Then you’ll finish the original as you
intended.”

“I don’t want to do that. I don’t want
to lose you.”

He reached the portal and glanced back at
Petros who tapped his foot on the ground as if bored. Ignoring him,
Gavin stepped into the tree. He braced himself for what he was
about to do. Now wasn’t the time to get sentimental. He needed to
focus on getting her to safety. Then he could deal with his
feelings later, if later ever came. He wasn’t sure what was going
to happen. Would she remember him? Would he remember her? Would
they be facing each other as enemies on the battlefield as soon as
she crossed the barrier to her world?

He released his breath and stopped at the
threshold of the shimmering blue light that marked her world.
Kneeling down, he got ready to gently roll her through the portal
when she grabbed him.

“Come with me,” she pleaded.

He caught sight of the blood in her mouth and
his gut clenched. He knew she’d been fatally wounded, but this
scared him all the same. “I can’t go with you,” he whispered.

“There’s no reason why we can’t be
together,” she insisted, her grip starting to weaken.

“I can’t go through without magic. I
was going to stop you from going to the portal. I was going to keep
you here.” And that was a mistake he was going to have to live
with. He swallowed the lump in his throat. “You will heal in your
world. Everything done in this story will be undone once you go
through the portal.”

“Wait!” she screamed as he settled her
against the barrier. “If that happens, then you’ll die. King Petros
has it set so that the original version will resume from where it
left off and he’s taken over the story. I might not be able to stop
him. I might not be able to undo what he does. I might not be able
to bring you back!”

“I know.”

“But Gavin…” Tears filled her
eyes.

He kissed her. “I love you, Sandy.”

Prying her hands off of him, he forced her
through the portal. Then, in one whirlwind motion, everything
around him changed. It took a full minute before his new
surroundings came into view.

He was on a horse, a sword and shield in his
hands. He wore his battle gear, as did his horse. The army behind
him gathered for war. His red flag with a black heart and two
swords under it fluttered in the breeze of the early morning. The
light from the sun cast an eerie red glow over the barren land.

Across the valley, another
army stood, ready for battle. It was her army—Sandy’s army. He
couldn’t see her that well from the distance that spanned between
them, but he knew she was the queen sitting upon the white
stallion. Her army waited for her command, and it was at her
command the battle would begin.

To his right, within a few feet of him,
Petros came into view. He walked over to him, a pleased smile on
his face. “Prepare yourself for the final scene of the original
story.” He chuckled. “It’ll be so much fun watching you die.”

Gavin tried to get off the horse so he could
go after Petros, but he couldn’t move. He couldn’t even speak.

“I’m in control of the story now,”
Petros said. “You will only do and say what I allow.” Then he
disappeared.

Gavin’s horse shifted beneath him, anxious
for the moment when Petros would move the scene forward. As much as
Gavin didn’t want to proceed, he knew he had to. And up ahead,
Sandy waited for him, not as a friend and lover but as his enemy.
He gripped the sword and shield. Before the day was over, he was
going to die.

Sandy lifted her sword into the air and
shouted the battle cry. Though he fought the invisible force that
made him raise his sword into the air and repeat the battle cry, it
was in vain. He wasn’t in control of his actions or words anymore.
He was, once again, under the command of the author, and in this
case, the command belonged to Petros. He nudged his horse in the
sides, spurring it to action. He raced toward Sandy’s army, his men
riding right along with him.

The scene had officially begun.

 



 


 


 


 Chapter
Eighteen

 


The absence of pain was the first thing Sandy
noticed. The second thing she noticed was that it was night. She
stood up in her apartment and turned on the light. She touched her
stomach, afraid of what she’d find but was relieved when she saw
she wasn’t injured. There was no cut, no blood, nothing that would
indicate she’d been close to death just moments before. Had she not
been wearing the dress Gavin had given her and had there not been a
cut in the dress, she would have believed it was all a dream.

She hurried to the computer that was within a
few feet of her bed. On the screen, she saw that it was the same
day it’d been when Gavin had come to abduct her. So no time had
elapsed in this world while she was gone. She supposed that made
things easier as she adjusted back to her life here, but her life
wouldn’t be the same if she couldn’t be with Gavin.

She picked up the mouse and got ready to open
the story, but her writing program was already open. The final
chapter of the original version of her story was being written
right before her eyes. She could question how King Petros was doing
this later. Right now, she had to figure out a way to stop him.

Sitting in front of the computer, she read
the words, trying to determine how far Petros had gotten into the
scene. It looked like the battle had just begun.

The armies met together in the valley,
swords clashing as each man fought to defeat the other.

She hit the delete key on her keyboard, but a
message came up on the screen telling her she was in “read only”
mode and couldn’t edit the story. Gasping, she tried to modify the
story again but got the same result. She gritted her teeth and hit
the computer desk in aggravation. There had to be something she
could do to get into the document!

After a moment to regroup, she had an idea.
She went up to the menu of options she had available to her and
went to “edit” then “select all” then copied it. She opened a new
document. Glancing at what Petros was writing, she saw that he’d
chosen a very bloody and violent final scene. Men were dying at a
rapid rate, and she guessed the reason he even had to mention the
deaths was because the armies would be protecting the king and
queen at all costs.

She quickly returned to the new document,
pasted everything from the story into it, and saved it. Then she
closed the old document and moved it to the trash. After she
emptied the trash, she set the mouse over the document and scrolled
toward the end of it where the battle was still being written
out.

Sandy called out to one of the men next to
her, demanding to know where Blackheart was.

“He’s over there,” he
called out and she followed his gaze. “Shall I slay him for
you?”

“No. I’m going to do this
myself.” She pulled on the horse’s reins and began making her way
toward her enemy, slashing anyone who got in her way.

Blackheart slew another knight, his sword
piercing through his heart and twisting it. As the knight leaned
forward, he grabbed the helmet and pulled it off his head. He
shoved his sword into the knight’s mouth and thrust it upward,
effectively spilling the man’s brains all over his armor.

Sandy gagged. Petros was disgusting. She
highlighted the entire paragraph describing Gavin killing the
knight and deleted it, hoping the maneuver would work. She held her
breath as the story seemed to pause before picking back up.

Gavin slew another knight with ease and
headed for the queen.

It worked! She had managed to change the
course of the scene. Her heart raced with a mixture of hope and
fear. If she wasn’t careful, Petros could still succeed.

Taking a deep breath, she
placed her fingers on the keyboard and typed, Sandy reached into the pouch hanging on the belt
around her waist and pulled out a glowing blue stone. She
whispered, “Rover” into it, knowing full well that as she spoke the
unicorn’s name, it would have to do what she wished.

Petros made an attempt to delete what she
typed.

She rewrote the word he
deleted and proceeded to block him by adding, The unicorn appeared at once, it’s horn shining
so brightly that it caused all of the men except for Gavin to go
temporarily blind, thereby bringing the battle to an instant
halt.

The unicorn
found Gavin and headed for him, its horn aiming at him,
Petros typed. Gavin—

She wrote,
Gavin turned in time to avoid being
slain and rode his horse toward Sandy.

He brought his
sword up, Petros typed.

Then threw it
to the ground, she added.

Sandy flung
her sword at him, Petros
typed.

But he dodged
it so he remained unharmed. She released
an anxious breath and continued, “Find Petros and slay him at once,” Sandy told Rover who
hastened to obey.

But was
sidetracked, Petros typed.

Then found Petros.

Who used his magic to—

But it didn’t work and the unicorn killed
him before he could write one more word in this story.

She waited, her hands shaking as she stared
at the blinking cursor, wondering if her ploy had worked. When
nothing happened, she swallowed and ventured to type more to see if
Petros would throw something in.

She led her horse to Gavin, mindful to avoid
the men who remained on their horses, still blinded for the
moment.

When Petros didn’t type anything, she began
to relax. Maybe it really had worked. Maybe the unicorn had killed
him for her. She hadn’t known where to find him, but the unicorn
was supposed to know where everything and everyone was because of
its horn that acted like an enchanted compass. Maybe he found
Petros and did as she wanted. Encouraged, she continued typing.

Sandy held her hand out to Gavin, her palm
up, and showed him the stone. “This is an enchanted stone. It’ll
restore everything that happened in your version of the story.”

He accepted it and smiled at her. “So you’re
okay? You won’t die?”

“I’m fine, but I can’t get
back to your world.”

“No, you can’t. You need
magic in order to do it.” He studied the stone. “If you write it, I
can go to your world. I can’t do anything unless you write
it.”

“Can you be content living
in my world?” she asked, wondering if she could even ask him to
leave his kingdom behind in order to be with her.

“I’ll be content as long as
I’m with you.” Shooting her a sly grin, he added, “There’s nothing
I enjoy more than a challenge, and you are the greatest challenge
I’ve had the pleasure of coming across.”

She didn’t know how that was possible since
he managed to get his way so easily, but she figured she could
argue the point at a later time. “Then I’ll write for you to enter
my world.”

He nudged the horse in order to close the
gap between them and leaned forward to kiss her. “I’ll start my
journey at once.”

“I can’t wait to see you
again.”

His smile widened before he winked at her
and headed down the valley toward the Havenshire forest.

Her world was much different from his. There
were no servants, no castles, no kingdoms. She just hoped he
wouldn’t be disappointed.

When she was done with the original version
of the story, she added that Gavin’s version would be the one to
replace it, making sure to end it with him coming into her world to
spend the rest of his life with her. She waited and watched as the
two stories merged together, the second version taking over the
first until the first disappeared. As she hoped, the story ended
with Gavin entering her world. She protected the document so no one
would be able to change it then she closed it.

She wasn’t sure where to put the document,
and after a short internal debate, she slipped her USB drive into
the computer and transferred it there. She deleted the other copy.
Then she pulled her USB drive out of the computer and placed it in
a box where she kept things she didn’t want to lose. There. Now
there would be no other character trying to manipulate things. Even
if she was grateful Gavin had done what he did, she didn’t see a
reason to let another character try to find a way into her world.
Sure, she had protected the document but one could never be too
safe.

A pair of strong arms wrapped around her
waist, making her jump. “Relax. It’s just me,” Gavin whispered,
kissing her neck.

“You shouldn’t scare me,” she chided,
though she was too excited that Gavin had made it into her world to
care. She turned around so she could face him. Wrapping her arms
around his neck, she gave him a long hug. “I’m glad you made
it.”

“Me too.”

She pulled away from him so she could see him
again, just to make sure he was real, and when she was assured he
was, tears sprang to her eyes. She’d never been happier to see
anyone in her entire life.

“If the fact that I’m here is a good
thing, then why are you crying?” he asked, retrieving a tissue for
her to dry her eyes.

She laughed and shrugged. “I don’t know.
Sometimes I cry when I’m happy.”

“That’s strange.”

“No more stranger than you sucking me
into a story and nearly getting me killed.”

He winced. “I didn’t intend for King Petros
to show up. Speaking of which,” he checked her stomach, “you look
good. It’s as if he never hurt you.”

“Thanks to you.”

Grinning, he kissed her. “I’ll do anything it
takes to protect you.”

“Good because I’m tired of having to be
the only one around here who kills the cockroaches that pop up from
time to time no matter how many trips the exterminator makes over
here. Those things are invincible.”

“I’ll be happy to kill every bug that
comes into this place.”

“It’ll be nice having my knight and
shining armor here to take care of me.”

“I’ll do everything I can to make sure
your needs are met, my lady.” He kissed her hands. “But before I
start running off to find out if there are any cockroaches lurking
about, I’d like to clean up.”

She glanced at his clothes, noticing how
bloody they were. Thankfully, she was able to make it so that the
final battle never happened so those characters didn’t have to die,
but she was surprised his clothes showed the effects of battle.
Squeezing his hands, she said, “You’re in luck because this
apartment comes with a shower. The water comes right out of the
showerhead. That means we don’t need anyone to come in here with
buckets of water to fill up those uncomfortable tubs.”

“The tubs weren’t
uncomfortable.”

“Once you sit in the tub in this
apartment, you’ll change your mind. Come on. We’ll get you cleaned
up, and then I’ll have Caitlyn bring over some clothes for you to
wear so we can go shopping for your wardrobe.” She took his hand
and led him to the bathroom. “And before you suggest it, yes, I’ll
take the shower with you.”

 


***

 


A month later

Courthouse

 


Sandy finished applying her lip gloss and
turned from the bathroom mirror as Caitlyn lifted her
three-week-old daughter from the changing table. “You wouldn’t
believe the kinds of smells that come from your goddaughter,”
Caitlyn said.

Sandy chuckled and held her arms out before
Caitlyn could put her in the car seat. “I’ll take her.”

She gently placed Madison in Sandy’s arms
then went to the sink to wash her hands. “You would think that with
Chris’ planet being so advanced, they would have babies who are
potty trained at birth.”

Giggling, she tapped the girl playfully on
the nose. “Oh, come on. Changing all those diapers is worth
it.”

“Yeah, it is.” She dried her hands then
approached her. “So, this is the big day.”

“Well, I don’t know how big it is.
Gavin and I are only doing this because people in this world will
know we’re married. I can’t exactly tell anyone that I married him
in my story. No one will believe it.”

“It’s no more unbelievable than
marrying a man from another planet while having sex with
him.”

“You know, I can’t recall the
conversation we had when we were kids, the one where we said we
wanted to marry someone from another planet or from a book. But I
guess love comes from the most unlikely situations.”

“It can.”

“Thanks for being here.”

Smiling, Caitlyn took Madison and swung the
diaper bag over her shoulder. “You’re my best friend. You’ve been
with me through everything. I’m glad I can be here so you and Gavin
can renew your wedding vows.”

“I am, too.” She hugged Caitlyn. “This
day wouldn’t be the same without you.”

“It’s too bad I didn’t get to see you
marry the first time. I would have loved to see a royal
wedding.”

Chuckling, she smoothed out the material in
her white dress. “I wouldn’t exactly call it romantic. I mean, a
Justice of the Peace wedding isn’t fancy either, but at least this
time he’s not putting a magic spell over me so I’ll be grinning
like a woman who is ready to fall down at his feet and swear my
undying love for him.”

“It couldn’t have been that
bad.”

“Okay, maybe it wasn’t as bad as it
seemed at the time, but I was grinning. A lot. My face was sore the
next day.” She rubbed her cheeks at the memory.

“Yeah. He should have understood that,
for you, smiling isn’t natural,” Caitlyn teased.

“Ha ha.” Sandy swatted her playfully on
the arm then patted Madison’s back and grinned. “I hope you have a
better sense of humor than your mother.”

“Come on. We don’t want to keep
everyone waiting. You’re as beautiful as you’re going to
get.”

Sandy rolled her eyes as she grabbed her
purse then picked up the car seat.

“I can take that,” her friend
said.

“I know but I feel like helping you
out. You have your hands full.”

As Caitlyn opened the door, she said, “You
really are a beautiful bride, Sandy. And I’m not just saying that
so you’ll keep carrying that car seat around.”

Sandy laughed. “I know you’re not. You want
to make sure I agree to buy you lunch the next time you’re pregnant
and go through one of your ‘I can’t stop eating’ phases. Though,”
she added as they stepped into the hall, “I am shocked you didn’t
gain any weight.”

“You’re not the only one. I thought for
sure I was in for it.”

“Is your mom excited about being a
grandmother?”

“Yes, and it’s not so bad now that
she’s no longer trying to tell me what to do. She’s done a lot of
growing up since Mark married Lexie.”

“Mark must have a way of dealing with
people,” Sandy replied.

“I don’t know how he got through my
mom’s wall, but however he did it, I’m glad.”

“How are he and Lexie
doing?”

“Great.”

“I didn’t think she’d be happy with
Nick. Mark seemed like a better match for her.”

Sandy caught sight of Gavin who stood with
her parents and Caitlyn’s husband. Pausing, she turned to her
friend. “It was really weird telling my parents about Gavin. I had
to be vague about how I met him. I’m just relieved that adding in
that he had a birth certificate and social security number at the
end of the story worked. I don’t know how he would have gotten a
driver’s license or job without them.”

“Speaking of writing, are you going to
write any more books?”

“No. I’ve had enough of that.
Characters who take over my stories aren’t my kind of thing. I
think I’ll stick with reading. Besides,” she gestured to Gavin, “he
doesn’t give me time to get bored.”

“Ah, that’s nice.” Her friend smiled.
“But I don’t think Jack will like hearing your job at the diner
isn’t all the fulfillment you need in life.”

“Then we better not tell
him.”

“How is Gavin’s job going?”

“Good. It’s a perfect fit. He gets to
teach self-defense, something that works with the role I gave him
in the book.”

“I’m happy for you, Sandy. You finally
found a great guy.”

She looked over at Gavin and Chris. “We did
pretty well, didn’t we?”

Caitlyn nodded. “Yeah, we did.”

They continued down the hall, and Sandy gave
her parents a hug. “Thanks for being here.”

“We wouldn’t miss it for anything,” her
mother said, handing her a bouquet of red flowers. “Your brother’s
sorry he couldn’t make it.”

“His boss isn’t as good as mine,” Sandy
replied. “I understand.” If nothing else could be said for Jack, he
was lenient on giving her time off when she requested
it.

Sandy glanced at Caitlyn and Chris and
figured it was better this way. The last thing she needed was for
there to be tension when she was renewing her vows.

“You look beautiful,” Gavin said as she
turned to him.

“See? I told you I wasn’t just saying
it so you’d carry the car seat,” Caitlyn replied.

“I’ll take that,” Chris said and
accepted the car seat.

“Let me get a picture.” Her father
motioned for her and Gavin to stand in front of a wall.

“Good idea, Dad,” Sandy said, wrapping
her arm around Gavin’s waist. “Who knows when I’ll see him in a
suit again?”

Gavin pulled her closer to him and adjusted
his tie. “Jeans are more comfortable.”

“Suits are a lot more comfortable than
a corset,” she whispered. “At least you don’t have to suck in your
gut to put it on.”

“I don’t mind wearing leather,” he
whispered in return.

“Leather pants aren’t the same thing.”
Then, even though she knew it would only inflate his ego further,
she added, “You do look hot in it.”

His smile widened in time for her father to
announce he was ready to take the picture. After he was done, the
judge told them he was ready for the ceremony.

Gavin held her back as the others entered the
room. Once they were alone, he said, “It’ll be nice to know you’re
marrying me by choice this time.”

“I thought you might like it better
this way.”

“You’re right. Thank you.” After he
kissed her, he led her into the room so they could renew their
vows.
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