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Chapter 1

It was early morning and the sun had just ascended through the thick clouds that had made riding a living hell for the horses. Butterflies fluttered lazily from flower to flower in the lush, green meadow. I cupped my hand over my brow to shade my upturned face from the early morning sun, mesmerized by the sweet
hum
of the beating wings of birds. Victor had told me it would be the most secluded place to practice. He had taught me how to embrace my new powers. Rushing faster than the wind and focusing to see farther than an eagle came naturally to me now, just like touching delicate things without breaking them into pieces. His confident yet patient way reminded me of having my very own handbook,
helping me to adjust to his immortal world with no computers, television, or electricity which wasn’t easy. At first, I’d thought I’d never fit in, but he assured me I would, and his faith in me gave me a much-needed confidence in myself.
In the end he proved to be right, just like he always was.

I pulled at my dress to straighten out the wrinkles. I would have given anything for an old pair of jeans and a T-shirt, but that’d be unbecoming of a queen. The people around me wouldn’t understand such a fashion statement, so I had to settle for medieval attire: a ridiculously long, navy-blue dress with a low-cut neckline and wide, bell-shaped sleeves. I had a satin ribbon neatly wrapped around my waist, tied in a bow at my back. The ribbon and sleeves were a different shade than the body of the chemise, but the light blue hue was one of my favorite colors.

Victor’s hunter-green wool tunic with a split neck emphasized his sapphire eyes. His apparel clung perfectly to his muscular body, and his broad shoulders and strong arms gave him the look of a true warrior. Black leggings, knee-high boots, and a leather belt that encircled his narrow waist finished the ensemble. It was difficult to rip my gaze away from him, my sexy, medieval hottie. Even after a year together, I hadn’t tired of him, and I was sure I never would.

He rolled a ball of fire in his hands, then stared at me with those dazzling blue eyes. “Are you ready, my dear?”

I nodded, and my stomach quivered. His deep, husky voice always had that effect on me, but I dared not let it show. I’d
demonstrate
to him—and everyone—that I was a force to be reckoned with, so I
didn’t even
flinch under the weight of his stare. Focusing on lightning bolts in my mind, I clenched my hand and opened it. My skin began to tingle with electricity a moment before my fingers glowed. I bit my lip hard as zigzagging lightning bolts poured from my fingertips. As a red, flaming ball of light sped toward me, I directed my powers by throwing my hands in the air, stopping the fireball in midair and it fizzled away into nothing. I threw my head back and laughed,
exhilarated. “Is that all you’ve got?”

Across the meadow, I could see Victor’s face light, beaming with pride at my accomplishments. I had deflected his attack and was ready for more. With a wave of his hands, he unleashed a set of frozen ice balls straight at me. Remaining calm, cool, and collected as ever, I extended my arms toward him, channeling more power through my hands, and threw a set of fireballs across the field in a flurry of crackling power. They collided with his and crashed into a towering tree next to me. Smoke and fire erupted, and I waved my hand, only to watch the flames immediately die out.

Before I had a chance to recover, Victor sent fireball after fireball barreling toward me and his deep voice boomed in my head: “You’re still young and enemies will immediately sense your weaknesses. Always be prepared. Never let your guard down. Those are the only two rules that will help you survive.”

I charged another ball of fire between my hands, then hurled it with every ounce of strength I possessed. With a burst of energy, I blinked, and the fireball grew until it was three times the size of Victor’s—a clever trick Liz had shown me, and I’d been anticipating putting it to good use against my significant other. His eyes widened in surprise for a moment, but then he grinned.
Mission accomplished. He’s definitely impressed.
My giant fireball consumed all of his, then exploded in a brilliant flash and dissipated into thin air.

Within seconds, he traced back over to me and swung me in his arms. “Stunning, my love! Absolutely impressive!”

“Thank you, but I want to show you something else I’ve learned.”

He nodded, the grin on his face betraying his delight. “You’ve been practicing with your sister,
haven’t you?”

I smiled slyly. “Perhaps I have.”

His strong, rugged look accentuated his chiseled features, and even in the early hours of the morning he boasted a five-o’clock shadow, which I liked to call his designer stubble. Even when he didn’t shave for a day or two, I found it extremely masculine and sexy.

“Show me what you’ve learned,” he said with a daring nod.

I was anxious to show Victor a skill that I’d recently perfected. Using my mind, I closed my eyes and gently coaxed a doe and its two fawns to venture out of the vegetation into the thick green field of clover. I was going to create a puddle of water for them to drink from. They looked so cute. Their
fur
ranged in color from
brown
to cinnamon, and they had gray sides and a white belly. I could still see the white baby spots on the fawns. The mother lifted its head with a jerk and sniffed, looking for any signs of danger. I could feel her urge to bolt, so I called to her again in my mind, assuring her that she was perfectly safe in my presence. The fawns continued to stare at me with their big brown eyes, batting their to-die-for lashes, watching my every move. They were so innocent and so adorable that I couldn’t resist putting them in a daze so they wouldn’t run.

I waved my hands, and tiny droplets appeared in midair. In seconds, they began to swirl into a tiny twister; at the same time, I comforted the deer. The whirlwind of droplets crashed into the ground and instantly formed a large piece of white ice. I bit my lip.
Huh? That wasn’t supposed to happen!

Victor shot me a smirk, and I grinned sheepishly, trying to pretend that I knew exactly what I was doing.

“I can turn it into an ice sculpture, maybe a swan and a heart, for a wedding or something,” I said. When he cocked a brow, I continued. “Back in my world, we hire people to turn blocks of ice into beautiful creations. It’s quite magical and breathtaking.” I told him about my world every chance I got. Somehow, it made me feel as if I were still connected to the reality I’d always known, even though I knew I’d never return to that place—the one I’d always called home. When I’d first arrived in Tastia, it was a hostile, uninviting world that didn’t seem to want to welcome me, but now I considered it my home.

“It’s amazing to know that beyond the portal lies a great nation with a culture all its own,” Victor said, as though sensing my nostalgia. “I love hearing about the traditions of your world. It seems such an odd and wonderful place—just as intriguing as the
woman
who came to me from it.”

I knew Victor meant every word. He was always willing to listen to me babble on and on for hours and hours, and he never told me to be quiet. He focused on every word that came out of my mouth, as if truly intrigued, and he told me more than once that he knew listening was key to understanding my world and culture. He wanted to learn everything there was about me, and I was flattered by that.

My gaze drifted back to the big block of ice. “I can fix this,” I said, trying not to burst out in laughter at my blunder.

With another wave of my hand, a yellow ball of light sprang from my hand and blasted the ice. It crackled and sizzled like ice cubes melting in soda, until a perfect puddle of blue water formed in the soft grass. The deer stepped gingerly through the clover and started lapping water like kittens at a bowl of warm milk. Victor held my hand, and we watched the majestic animals until they limberly darted back off into the forest.

When Victor looked at me, his smile melted my heart. Sure, I was forced to marry him in the beginning, but I could no longer deny what I felt. I was desperately, totally, utterly, completely in love with him in every way.

After practicing for hours, Victor turned to me with a gleam in his eye.

I smiled. “What?”

“Your progress is amazing,” he said. “I think you’re ready for something…a bit more difficult.”

I cocked a brow as the wind fluttered through my hair. “Hmm. I’m up for any challenge. Tell me, Victor, what is it you have in mind?”

“A lightning storm,” he said.

I grinned. “Meh. Piece of cake.”

He had discussed the steps with me before, and I’d been dying to try it.
What could be cooler than summoning a storm?
I shifted my stance and concentrated, and a brilliant energy shot through me. Channeling the power surging through my body, I pictured the storm brewing above our heads.

With his strong arms wrapped snugly around my waist, Victor nuzzled my ear, his breath warm on my neck. “Try harder, Sarah.”

The wind whipped stronger against my skin. Focusing, I took a deep breath and exhaled it slowly. I’d been Immortal for over a year, ever since I had unknowingly slipped on the ancient wedding ring to get back home to my own world. Though Victor had showed me how to handle my powers, I still couldn’t believe I possessed such unique abilities. They were linked with emotion and surged whenever I encountered trouble or became upset. Liz, my sister, also helped me adjust to the fact that I had supernatural powers. In fact, Liz was the reason I’d ended up there in the first place. She’d disappeared some eleven years earlier, and I refused to give up on finding her. During my relentless search for my beloved sibling, the clues had drawn me back to Sabrino Cave, and it was in that cave that I accidentally stumbled through a portal and into the world I’d learn to call home. It was hard for me to believe my sister was alive and well after all that time, let alone an Immortal.

In my defense, I never would have dreamt any ring could possess that kind of power, in spite of all of Tolkien’s carrying on about them. It wasn’t the life I’d planned for myself, but a case of mistaken identity ensued, and it was as if fate destined me to meet my husband. I married Victor for one reason—to get the ring back so I could go home—but my plan completely backfired when I fell in love with my Immortal king. He didn’t just kiss my lips on our wedding night; he kissed my soul, my essence, my life. We developed a magical love and friendship that my lonely heart could never possibly have imagined.

Victor gave me a reassuring squeeze. “Come on, love. Conjure up the lightning storm like we discussed.”

I found it almost impossibly difficult to concentrate with his big arms wrapped around me, his manly scent assaulting my nostrils. Damn, he smelled good.

His hands caressed the hollow of my back as he urged, “We’ve been working on your powers for over a year. I think you’re ready for this, milady.”

“But messing around with Mother Nature…well, she might not like that so much.”

“I have faith in you,” he breathed into my ear, his voice as soft and husky as his alluring, manly aroma.

I concentrated on a lightning bolt in my mind, and a burst of light and heat spread across my body. Thunder rumbled, and black clouds rolled across the sky, and my heart jumped. “I-I did it!” I declared, almost in disbelief.

“I knew you could.” His voice was soft but triumphant.

Focusing intently, I struggled to keep the connection. When a sudden, sharp pain sliced through me, the image faded from my mind. It was like trying to hold on to a live, hot wire, seemingly with 10,000
volts of
electricity shooting straight to my core. The powerful energy surging through me was too much, and my eyes fluttered open. “I-I can’t. I just…I lost the connection,” I gasped between breaths. “It’s too hard.”

“It takes practice,” he whispered into my ear, stroking my arm. “Try again.”

His soft touch electrified me and a jolt raced straight for my heart. I yearned to feel my body pressed closer to his rock-hard, muscular frame.
Forget the lessons! I just want to get lost all over again in one of his amazing kisses.
I spun around, unable to fathom creating a rainstorm. “Let’s see what you’ve got, darling.”

He closed his eyes, and as he lifted his face toward the sky, the growing wind blew around his midnight-black hair, swirling it around his shoulders. He looked so confident as he took control of the natural elements. Brilliant shafts of light began swirling like his glorious locks, then broke off into tiny dots and shards of yellow light that dissipated into the air. It was like watching fireworks display or some kind of wonderful laser light show. The wind picked up momentum, filling my ears with its roar and making my long hair dance around wildly.

I looked up as I heard the familiar rumble of thunder, followed by a brilliant flash of light, and the biggest grin lit up my face. “You did it!” I congratulated, holding out my hands to catch the falling droplets.

The steady beat of the rain echoed all around us. As more drops fell, my rain-soaked dress clung tighter to my body. I glanced up at my towering husband as the cold rain splattered across his face. His drenched shirt was molded to every muscle in his broad chest, and his dark hair, dripping wet, hung like a plush drapery over his gorgeous eyes; he was so damn sexy, so irresistible in that moment that I could hardly contain myself. I stared hungrily at his strong cheekbones and sharp, angled jaw. He was built to defeat enemies and conquer lands, a warrior king through and through, and he was all mine.
How could I be married to someone so…beautiful?
It was a question I’d asked myself a thousand times since our nuptials.

Thunder exploded shortly after lightning zigzagged across the sky. Victor’s blue eyes burned with desire, glistening like ocean waves with each illuminating strike. Our gazes locked, and in that moment, I knew he could feel what I did. I felt him more deeply than I ever had any of my lovers because of the connection we shared through the ring. Heat and electricity simmered between us, and I knew he wanted me as much as I wanted him. I shot him a flirty glance. A slow, sexy smile spread across his lips, and I was sure he’d read my naughty thoughts. That was all it took to ignite a fire that no power on Earth—or in any time or space—could stop.

Passion hit me like a tidal wave as my hunger for him magnified. Pulling him closer, I
felt the electric jolt of contact when our tongues met and danced with each other in perfect unison. The taste of him intoxicated me, and I couldn’t get enough.

Deepening the kiss, he pulled me close and scooped me up in his arms. He ran his hands through my tangle of wet hair as the rain trickled over my skin. He assaulted my mouth and my very soul long and hard, devouring me just as I longed to devour him.
Intense need surged through me.
I want him…now!
Like a helpless prisoner to some primal urge, I tore his shirt off, exposing his perfectly sculpted chest. My fingers traced the ripples of his washboard
abs
and the hard
muscles on his chest.
His thumb circled my hard, excited nipple through the soft fabric of my flimsy dress, and I let out a soft moan.

Through the flashing lightning and booming thunder, Victor had every nerve within me on high alert and I could feel the caress of every raindrop falling on my body.
There’s something about rain—the way the water kisses your skin here and there, the sound of the drops echoing all around you. For me, the best part was finding myself pressed up against a wet, slick body that I adored.

An electrical storm brewed above us, but more than anything, I wanted to make an electrical storm of our own. As if I was caught in some young girl’s fantasy of her first love, Victor laid me gently on the soft grass and helped me slip out of my soaked garments. My tongue slipped into his mouth, and a
flash of heat twisted my stomach.
I ran my hands up his hard abs, then his chest, dancing my fingertips across every one of his muscles; he was so perfect that not even the world’s greatest sculptors could have created such an enticing male physique, more delicious than any piece of art. He expertly and patiently trailed his tongue down my neck, sending shivers through me. My pulse skyrocketed as his
sweet little kisses continued down my chest and belly, then up to my neck again. I felt the heat of his breath and moaned as his strong hands roamed over every inch of me, tingles of pleasure and warmth flooding through me with every touch. I loved the way his rough, callused hands touched me; the fiery but gentle contact was phenomenal. As our bodies moved against each other in a perfect rhythm, as if we were made for one another, I let out another soft moan, inviting him to continue. I closed my eyes in pure ecstasy as his mouth crashed hungrily into mine, a passionate collision if there ever was one.

It felt like I was inside of him. I could feel his heart racing wildly, and I sensed every emotion he felt, from passion to desire to the deepest love. I’d fallen in love before, but I had never experienced anything like what I had with Victor. My husband had shown me the meaning of true love, one that went beyond words and fairytales. The emotions absolutely consumed me. We had an amazing connection, one I couldn’t have explained if I’d tried. I could feel his heartbeat, his excitement, his arousal. We looked into each other’s eyes, both of us in complete awe. There was an eternal fire burning between us, and I knew that flame would never die.

Suddenly, Victor’s lips began to caress my heated skin, moving down
my body, slowly nipping and sucking my neck, and circling my nipples, joined by his teasing tongue. He thrust his hips forward, and I felt the undeniable bulge of his eager manhood against my thighs.
My pulse hammered beneath my ribs, and an aching
heat
pulsed between my legs. I wanted so badly to feel his body inside of mine, to echo the feeling of our merged souls. I let out a long moan as I kissed him long and hard while his body pressed between my thighs, demanding an invitation. The scorching kiss consumed me, and my nails dug gently into his shoulder blades that were slick with rain. His shoulders felt so strong and powerful beneath my fingers, and in that glorious, unforgettable moment, I was seized by a rush of emotion—a sensation so
intense
I couldn’t contain it.

“I want you…Victor, I need you! I need you now!” I whispered.

And, like the good husband he was, he gave me exactly what I needed.

Right then and there, in the rain, I made the most passionate love to my wonderful husband, the unexpected love of my life. I knew we’d be together forever, and I was absolutely certain that Victor loved me just as much as I loved him.

Long mind-blowing moments later, the rain stopped, and the scent of wet leaves, sweet herbs, and damp, freshly laundered earth hung heavy in the air. The sun peeked out and shimmered across the muscles that were bulging from his chest and arms. He cupped my face and grinned; I loved his white, dazzling smile. No words were necessary. We simply stared lovingly at each other, and our eyes said it all. I’d thought myself a thief since I’d tried to steal a ruby wedding ring as a key to get back home, but the truth was, Victor was a far better burglar. After all, he’d stolen my heart, and I didn’t think I’d get it back any time soon.

“I love you so much,” I said.

“I love you too.” He brushed wet strands of hair from my face.

When he said those special words, I felt like the world stopped for a minute. My heart pitter-pattered like a little girl’s on Christmas morning. I’d learned a lot from Victor about his world and surviving in it, but the most valuable lesson he’d taught me was that love wasn’t about trying to find a perfect match. Instead, it was all about finding someone I couldn’t live without. Over the few months we’d spent together, I’d seen Victor at his best and at his worst. He had flaws, and in spite of his looks, he wasn’t always perfect. Nevertheless, he would always remain my dark, brooding hero. At times, he could be silent, moody, and distant, as he was still tormented by his past. At other times, he was quick-tempered, jealous, and territorial. I couldn’t judge him, for I was far from perfect myself. I could be bull-headed, bossy, emotionally insecure, and defensive. The important thing was that we accepted each other as we were—faults, flaws, and shortcomings included.

“I don’t want to let you go. I just want to hold you here forever. This is all like some dream, so happily-ever-after, and I…well, I’ve never had that before. My life before was always filled with pain and gloom, but you’ve turned that all around, Victor. I’m scared to death of losing you.”

“You needn’t be, my love, for I’m not going anywhere. I’m right here for you, always and forever.” He pointed up. “Look!”

I followed his gaze and couldn’t help but gasp at the magnificent arch of colors spreading across the blue sky. My eyes widened at the beautiful sight. “A rainbow?” I remembered a Sunday school story from when I was little, something about a rainbow representing a promise, and Victor’s “always and forever” suddenly meant a whole lot more. “How did you do that?”

He kissed my hand. “My dear, we have a lot to work on.”

“When do you think my special gift will come?” I asked. I’d learned something else about the Immortals: Each one was born with an extra gift. If a human was made Immortal through the powers of the ring, it would take about one year for that power to manifest itself. I had been having headaches for a month, so I was pretty sure my time was coming—or at least I hoped so, because they didn’t exactly carry
Ibuprofen
at the local pharmacy where I now lived.

“Anytime now,” he assured me, kissing my hand. “And until then, just remember that I’m here for you…always.”

Victor had the uncanny gift of making me feel like I could jump any hurdle, conquer any problem that came my way. His rare and wonderful gift was dream-spinning, and it allowed him to insert a person into a dream that he could create and control. He’d used that gift on me before at the cliffs, when I’d tried to run from him. I was down by the river, with my friends, yet he somehow transported me, and I ended up right next to him. He used that dream to compel me to meet him. Although I was fuming-mad about it at the time, I now understood why Victor had done it. Clearly, it was an attempt to save our lives. William’s men were eager to see me killed, and thousands of soldiers and mercenaries were roaming the land with the burning desire to cut off my head so they could end their war. I was heading directly into enemy territory to find my sister, into the midst of those who wanted to destroy me. Thinking back, I realized Victor’s head must’ve been spinning at the thought. There I was, running around like a clueless tourist, with no idea how to use my powers. I could have been killed almost effortlessly by any one of those brutes at any time, and that was exactly why William focused on me when he couldn’t get to Victor directly. He knew Victor and I were connected by the ring, and killing me would have meant dear Victor’s end as well. My friends, bless their loyal hearts, managed to break me out of the dream-like trance I was in by dunking me beneath the cold river water. If I had known Victor then as I did now, I would have trusted him and heeded his call, and he would have helped me,
but at that time Victor seemed like the good-looking yet dangerous enemy.

Liz, my sister, had received the special gift of healing. I had witnessed the miraculous power firsthand when she’d healed a wounded horse when we fled from Ethano, who was trying to drag us to Immortal Court.

Did I really even need it? I could do many amazing tricks anyway, so in all honesty I felt my powers were more than enough.

The sun shone in his eyes, making them glitter as I ran a hand through his dark tangle of wet hair. I kissed his warm lips gently, slowly, etching the memory into my mind forever. It truly was an unforgettable experience.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, moving another strand of black hair from my eyes.

“You make me feel like a queen.”

Again, he smothered me with one of his amazing kisses, leaving me breathless. I’d never been happier. Victor was all I needed—the best mistake I’d ever made.

* * *

By the expression on Mia’s face, I knew I must have looked like a drowned rat.

“We got caught in a rainstorm,” Victor explained.

“But it’s been sunny all day,” she argued, wrinkling her brow in suspicious confusion.

I shot Victor a look, and when he smirked, I couldn’t help bursting out in laughter.

“What’s so funny?” Mia asked, grinning.

“We were just working on my powers,” I said, meeting Victor’s ornery gaze again, “and I’ve never had so much fun in my life.”

He shot me his dazzling white smile, and my heart swelled with happiness when he put his arms around my waist and pulled me close. “Let me help you get into some dry clothes, love. You’ll catch your death or, worse, end up shriveled as a prune if you stand around, your clothes dripping gallons.”

I laughed. The other day I’d been teaching him about our Metric system. “Victor, you know as well as I do that if you come upstairs with me, no one will see either of us again for the entire day.”

“Hmm. That was the plan,” he purred and kissed my neck. “But you’re right, my Queen.”

I playfully pushed him away, even though it was the last thing I wanted. “We’re supposed to have lunch with my parents, remember?”

A sexy grin spread over his face, and his eyes sparkled with mischief. “Well, I suppose there’s always tonight,” he whispered in my ear.

I couldn’t stop the giant grin from spreading across my lips. Victor was always so serious about everything, and seeing him so elated made my heart melt. I was breaking down those walls that he’d built around his heart, stone by miserable stone, and that was very satisfying indeed.

I was truly amazed by how much my life had changed since I met him. His sweet love made every single day a beautiful
dream-come-true. Not only was he my mate, but he was my partner, my friend, and the
love of my life.

“Mia,” Victor said, “please draw my beautiful, gorgeous, sexy wife a bath.”

His words made my heart quicken. Was he about to change his mind and join me after all? Probably not but a girl could hope.

“Yes, your Highness.” With a quick curtsy, she darted up the stairs to follow his command.

Victor placed a last kiss on my lips before I walked to my room. I couldn’t wait to get out of those wet clothes. Opening the door, I yanked off my leather boots, then flung them in the corner of the room. The warm beams of sunshine flooding in through the window felt so good on my goose-pimpled, shivering skin.

Just as I began to peel the drenched dress off, I heard a rustling coming from the corner of the room. “Mia?” I asked cautiously.

No answer.

I ran my fingers through my damp hair and walked into the bathroom. I looked from wall to wall, but there was no sign of her. I reached for a towel to wipe the rain off my face when I heard a noise. When I looked around, I didn’t see anyone. A soft voice whispered my name and my heart skipped a beat. Someone was hiding here, in the same room, but why couldn’t I see them? Before I could investigate any further, hands wrapped around my mouth so tightly that I could barely breathe, and my cry remained trapped in my throat.

 

  


Chapter 2

My mind filled with panic. With each gasp for breath, my heart hammered in my chest, threatening to burst out. Someone or something was in the same room, sneaking up behind me, touching my back. I could feel a cold sensation through the thin material of my chemise and sense the intruder’s intentions in the air. The cold sensation against my skin shifted into a piercing tip and in that instant I knew the cruel, intimidating tip of a blade was pressed between my shoulder blades. Strong shivers ran along my spine and settled somewhere deep inside me. Even though I was Immortal now, I was not immune to pain and certainly not to death should the person know where to stick that knife. As I focused on my powers, a burst of light flickered across my mind, growing, pushing to make its way out into the real world. And then-nothing.

I blinked confused. What was happening? Something must have stopped me, immobilizing my power, but how? Crap.

What do I do now?

My mind reeled, my voice remained trapped in my throat as I silently screamed for Victor, using the powers within me as a communication device. But that only managed to anger my attacker, which was obvious in the way the blade rested against my throat, firmly pressed into my flesh, uttering my assailant’s silent warning.

“Did you really think you ever stood a chance against me?” my assailant hissed in my ear.

Ethano!

I’d recognize his voice in a heartbeat. My pulse picked up in speed, thundering inside my head. This couldn’t be happening. He was supposed to be incarcerated forever. How did he escape from his eternal prison?

“I have big plans for you, Sarah,” he threatened continued, stroking the side of my face with the sharp side of the blade.

I didn’t even want to begin to imagine what he had in store for me as I knew it sure wouldn’t be a candlelight dinner. My mind ordered my throat to retaliate, but my mouth refused to let out more than a strangled hiss. I had some choice words for Ethano and yet no matter how hard I tried to speak, my body wouldn’t listen. Sucking in a trembling breath, I realized he must have somehow paralyzed my voice. I slowly turned around to meet his deadly gaze. I stared into his cold, hazel eyes, and the face I had never been able to forget. That monster had left me for dead back at the dragon’s den, and since Victor and I had exposed him to King Taggert for the traitorous jerk he was, he’d been bent on revenge. Now, he was there to collect on a debt he thought we owed to him, and I feared I might have to pay with my life.

Though I was shaking inside, I held his gaze without blinking, trying with all my might not to betray the fear that was lurking in my mind. He’d lost everything, and he’d placed the blame for that on me. His long, blond hair was tied back in a neat ponytail, with a few rebellious fringes hanging down the sides.
If only I could reach that stupid rattail, I’d surely rip it out!

With a wicked grin, he threw me against the wall, then glided the dagger gently across my lips, hard enough to feel the blade, but not deep enough to cut me. He was trying to frighten me, to prove that he could end my life at any second if he so chose. I tried not to think about it, but both of us knew he was in control and that there wasn’t a thing I could do about it. I kept his gaze as he moved the blade upward to my cheek. The cold sensation sent a shiver down my spine. My heartbeat spiked, echoing in my ears. I struggled to get a grip on my fear. Whatever happened, I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing just how much he got to me.

“Still not afraid?” Ethano whispered, digging the blade in just a little bit harder.

More mind games? The bastard! If I could only scream or alert the others somehow, there’d be an army of people in this room in an instant to squash him like the little insect he was! If I could only…anything.

“Perhaps instead of cutting your throat, I should make you my bride,” he whispered.

I’d rather bleed to death!
I thought.

“Hmm…,” he said, as if he could read my thoughts from the disgusted expression on my face. “But that would be the most perfect revenge, would it not? Oh, how poor Victor would be devastated if I defiled his lovely bride. And surely you wouldn’t mind, Sarah. After all, you silly girl, you fell in love with the last man who forced you to take his name.”

What an ass!
I wasn’t keen on Ethano mentioning anything about Victor and I, as it was none of his business. Besides, falling in love with Victor really had been an accident.
It just…happened.

Just then, Ethano swept the blade along my cheek bone, then ran the knife down my neck, stopping at my cleavage. I cringed as the knife sliced through the satin material with a soft tearing sound. Coursing blood pounded in my ears.

If he touches touched me, I swear I’d...we’d make him pay!
I couldn’t help but wonder why he was toying with me or why he’d even dared to step foot in our home. Surely he knew Victor might come in any given second. Maybe he really was a lunatic. Maybe he got off on this sort of foolish risk. Maybe he oughtta take that knife and shove it down… My breath escaped in a ragged sob as he slid a hand down my chest; in that horrendous moment, it became clear why he was here. Oh my gosh!

He’s going to…rape me!

He pulled my chin upward, forcing me to look into those evil, ominous orbs. “I’m sure that making love to you would be absolutely enchanting and magical for the both of us,” he hissed, “but unfortunately for you, my dear, it’s not why I’m here.” He laid a hand in the center of my chest, right in the valley between my breasts, then pressed down into my skin. “Ah, yes. I can feel the energy right here. This is the perfect spot to place the pendant.”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat.
Pendant? What the heck was he talking about? All I knew was that I wanted him to take his hands off of me.

My feet raised off the floor as Ethano grabbed me by the throat and lifted me into the air. My breath came in ragged heaps as I fought to breathe against his iron grip. Gasping, I coughed, and then gasped again, hungry for the oxygen that was so close and yet so far away. My heart hammered hard in my chest as I struggled to remain conscious, and a cold chill flooded through me. He was going to suffocate me. I was quickly approaching death’s door, I could tell from the self-satisfied smirk on his lips and the cold flicker of hate in his eyes. Was he really here to kill me? Even if he was, I refused to let that happen.

I don’t know how long we hovered in that position, me pressed against the wall with his hand clamped around my neck, Ethano staring at me, bathing in the knowledge he had the upper hand. Eventually, his lips curled up into another sinister grin, and he yanked his hand away. I tumbled to the floor, sucking in huge gulps of air. I clenched my hand, happy to regain control over my muscles. I couldn’t overpower the big bully from a physical standpoint, but somehow, I had to wrestle the knife away from him. Putting some distance between us was the key to my survival. I inched backward as I contemplated a game plan. As I did, I closed my eyes, desperately beseeching my powers to kick into gear, but Ethano was still blocking them somehow.

As he stood over me, the sunlight falling through the window reflected in the blade of his jeweled dagger. He glared at me with a smirk, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me beg for my life. I didn’t want to die, but if I was about to take my last breath, I would face it like a true warrior. I shuddered as I pictured Liz and my parents weeping over my casket. I was sure Ethano had chosen to come after me rather than Victor because I was the easier prey. He knew that if he killed me, Victor’s demise would follow, because the ruby rings had connected us in spirit as well as holy matrimony. He could literally kill two birds with one stone—or at least with one dagger.

With a strong yank, Ethano tore the front of my dress, ripping it down the middle. I focused as I tapped into the energy at the back of my mind. Adrenaline surged, and for a moment I was able to break free from Ethano’s mind control. My hands flew up to protect my modesty as my survival instinct kicked into gear. I balled my hands into fists and kicked out my leg, hitting him right where it hurt the most. Ethano bowled over with a growl but didn’t drop the knife. Before I could place my next kick, he lunged for me and grabbed my hands. I fought against his iron grip as he raised them above my head and tugged until the pain in my muscles exploded. Peering down horrified, I realized it didn’t stem from my arms but from the blade embedded into my chest.

The red-hot needle sensation intensified as he cut deep into my skin and the burning sensation spread across my chest. I cried out but the sound remained trapped at the back of my throat. His mind control intensified and I couldn’t move one inch. Peering down at the gushing crimson moisture covering my chest, I realized he’d carved some kind of six-pointed star into my skin.

Shudders rocked me from head to toe at the sight of it; it was like something out of some sick horror movie, and I was the leading lady in a production I wanted nothing to do with. What kind of sick freak does that? I tried to thrash, but it was as if invisible hands held me down. He then dangled a glittering gold medallion over my face and chanted a few foreign words I didn’t recognize. With a whoosh, the medallion suddenly caught fire, and he pressed it against my skin, branding it into me like a piece of red-hot coal. More pain flooded through my body as I tried to scream. Spots flooded my vision and then…

Suddenly, a door burst open.

My eyes fluttered against the glaring brightness and I recognized Victor, Mia, soldiers and servants standing in the doorway. Though it sounded as if they were in a tunnel a million miles away, I could hear them yelling my name. “Sarah? Sarah! Don’t worry! We’re here, Sarah!”

My gaze searched my bedroom for my attacker, but like the coward Ethano was, he’d fled the scene in the blink of an eye. I had to wonder if I’d dreamt the whole thing, but it was wishful thinking. The nightmare was all too real, and our enemy had come calling.

“You’re bleeding. What happened?” my blue-eyed lover asked, scooping me up in his arms. “Are you all right, my love?”

“Wh-where were you?” I whispered, touching his face. My voice trembled, almost inaudible.

“At the stables, but I rushed right over when I heard your call.”

“Are you hurt, Highness?” one of the soldiers asked.

A wave of dizziness overcame me as thoughts of the jeweled dagger and gold medallion flashed across my mind. My hand flew to my chest, and I was relieved to see that while my dress was still torn and bloody, my skin was intact, and the pain had dissipated. I sucked in a trembling breath. “He…I thought he cut me, burned me…” I stuttered. “He…”

“You were cut and burned?” Victor asked, hugging me tight. “That’s odd. We’re connected, and I feel what you feel.”

“You didn’t feel it or sense it?” I asked desperately, holding my ripped dress together.

“No. Who did this to you?” Victor demanded.

“Ethano,” I whispered, mortified. “He immobilized me somehow, and I couldn’t move or cry for help. Maybe he blocked you from feeling my pain so you wouldn’t run to my rescue.”

Victor’s eyes grew wide as he stared at my torn dress, and in an instant, his compassion ignited into absolute fury. “Did he touch you?”

I grimaced. “No. He said he wasn’t here for that, but he did slice me with a bejeweled dagger, and there was this strange pendant that he—”

Before I could even finish, Victor set me down and roared, “I’m going to find him!” He turned his attention to the soldiers. His expression portrayed an intensity I hadn’t seen before as he ordered, “I want Ethano found...now!”

“Yes, milord,” one said, then raced out the door.

Victor looked at Mia. “Where were you?”

“Everything went black. He must’ve used his powers to subdue me.”

“Victor, we should warn the Immortal Council that he’s escaped,” I said.

“Yes,” Victor said, caressing my cheek. “Are you all right, my love? I am so, so sorry that this harm came to you. Had I felt it, I would have—”

I touched his hand. “I know, Victor. I’m fine. Let’s go find the bastard.”

A storm was brewing in his eyes like a monsoon, and rage was pouring out of him. “Not only will we find him, but when we do, I am going to kill him,” he swore.

“Not if I beat you to it,” I said coldly, slipping into a cloak to cover my ripped dress. The thought of that man walking into
my
home and branding me like a piece of cattle angered me to my very core. I bolted to my closet and gripped my sword firmly in my hands, then raced out the door, anxious to make Ethano pay.

* * *

Victor and I searched the entire grounds for hours, to no avail. Somehow, the cowardly little weasel had escaped.

I swallowed hard as the hot sun beat down on my face.
Damn it! How did he get away?
I squinted, then closed my eyes as I gripped my temples. A throbbing headache began to pound, compliments of my new gift trying to emerge. A second later, I felt Victor’s soft touch on my back.

“What is it, my love?” he asked, concerned.

“I wish Liz were here to take the pain away with her healing powers,” I said. “Though her powers have never been tested on humans, only animals.”

He led me next to a stream, where we rested in the shade on the soft, lush grass.

After a few minutes, the pain began to subside. “This Immortal thing is kicking my butt. Sometimes I wish…I wish I was human again.”

“When I was young and upset, my mother used to take me for a walk in the forest and show me the beautiful sights and sounds of nature. She taught me how to slow nature down. I want to show you that now, as I believe it might be of some help to you, my dear. Being Immortal allows one to look at life in a spectacular way at times,” he said. “Close your eyes.”

Always ready to trust him completely, I closed my eyes. “All right. What now?”

He gripped my small hands in his much larger, stronger ones. “Tell me what you hear.”

“I hear you talking, silly.”

“No, beyond that. What do you hear…around us?”

“Hmm. A flapping sound, I guess. Maybe birds or bees flying in the wind.”

“Listen more closely.”

“Wait…it’s not bees! It’s moving so fast, flapping its wings hundreds of times per second. I know! It’s a hummingbird.” I opened my eyes to see the tiny bird hovering over a red flower. Everything was in slow motion, so slow that I could see every single flap of its beautiful wings. I met Victor’s gaze and smiled. “It’s amazing!” I then quickly stood and glanced around at my surroundings, trying to take it all in.

Victor came from behind and wrapped his arms around me, nuzzling his head on my shoulder.

Every sight, sound, and smell was magnified, and the crisp and familiar scents of the conifer forest took me back to my days as a human. “It smells like I’m surrounded by hundreds of Christmas trees!” I said in absolute awe. Victor knew what I was talking about, since I’d filled him in on our yuletide customs. He had a right to know about the most wonderful time of the year, even if he had no chimney to speak of.

Glancing around, I saw a brown and tan mottled grasshopper in flight as it jumped from one blade of grass to another. “I can hear it!”

“What?”

I focused and strained my mind to reach beyond the borders of my brain, beyond the barriers of my physical shell. The sounds were near and yet so far away. I concentrated on them and imagined they were like tidal waves crashing against a shore. As they drew closer to me, I called to them, and with each call they inched just a little bit closer, until I could discern them.

There we so many of them, calls and whispers, moans and whistles. And then there was something else. Strange, but not unpleasant.

“A grasshopper,” I whispered, pleased with myself. “It’s clicking. Calling for its mate.”

Victor laughed at my childlike wonder. “Yes, my love. What else?”

I pointed. “See that tree over there? It sounds like a popcorn-popper with all the little cicadas clicking together, singing their songs.”

“Popcorn?” he asked, wrinkling his brow.

I laughed. “Never mind. I’ll tell you about that later.” I glanced up. “There are two columns of midges swarming high above the trees.” Next, I glanced down and saw a shiny, iridescent beetle scurrying over a green leaf to hide in a rotting log. It was illuminated by intermittent flashes of sunlight as the leaves swayed in the breeze. Tiny mushrooms grew nearby, covered in a thin layer of brown fuzz. As I moved in the sunlight, the colors changed from yellow to light brown.

“Can you hear the swarms of bees?” he asked.

I tuned in closely, trying to focus my ears amidst the abundant sounds of nature’s chorus. “I hear them! They’re buzzing, collecting pollen. I can hear them when they land on the flowers!” A gush of wind blew past the wildflowers in the grass, and I could hear every single petal as it fluttered. When a drop of dew splattered on the dirt, I could hear the miniscule collision.

He gave me a gentle squeeze and whispered into my ear, “You’re not seeing with human eyes, but with Immortal eyes. You are hearing with Immortal ears. Isn’t it wonderful?”

A metallic blue butterfly basked in the sun, absorbing heat from the rock and sunlight. As it slowly lifted off and flew past me in slow motion, I could hear the rush of wind against its wings. I couldn’t stop smiling. It was the most amazing thing in the world. “Remember when I told you my dad was a pilot?” I asked.

His blue eyes shimmered in the bright light. “Yes. You mentioned that he flies planes, something like giant metal birds to take people to and fro in the sky.”

I almost laughed as he tried again to comprehend such a thing. Victor, wise as he was, had no idea how a man could fly across the sky. I’d even tried to draw him a picture, but my rendering of a 747 left a lot to be desired. Unfortunately, my husband was the talented artist in the family, so my attempts at illustration were not much help. Victor’s paintings, on the other hand, were nothing short of amazing.

“My dad once told me that when he flew over the rainforest, he could see flashes of blue when the metallic butterflies flew above the forest canopy. Before, I could only imagine how beautiful that must have been, but now…” I leaned back into Victor and looked up. “When Liz and I were young, we used to chase butterflies. It made us laugh and giggle so much.”

“When I was young, my mother and father took me to a festival where we played a game there. The one who caught the most butterflies was the winner.”

I smiled, truly intrigued, since Victor rarely opened up to me about his childhood. “And were you the victor, Victor? Did you win in the end?”

He laughed. “I caught more than fifty of the beautiful creatures, but when I heard they were going to feed them to the birds, I couldn’t bear to allow it. I let every single one go when nobody was looking.”

I grinned. “So you saved the butterflies?”

“Not only the butterflies, but the birds as well.”

“The birds? It sounds to me like you singlehandedly starved them.”

He laughed and shook his head. “No, Sarah. Monarch butterflies feast on the poisonous sap of the milkweed plant. If the birds digest the butterflies, they get sick. I did it for the benefit of both.”

“Hmm. I had no idea. So you were a hero to all of them, huh?”

“I suppose I was, though I was only a boy at the time.”

I smiled, then nudged him. “You big softie! You have a good heart hidden under all those muscles and that commanding voice of yours. That’s why I love you so much.” I was excited that Victor had shared one of his precious memories with me. Thanks to his perfectionist, tyrant, unforgiving father, who’d always ruled the land with an iron fist, he’d learned to keep his mouth shut about sentimental things. I wanted to know more, but I didn’t want to pry. I knew in time, the man who had married me would let me know more about him, and there were so many things I longed to know.

“I love you too,” he said, pulling my hand as we walked back toward the castle.

 

  


Chapter 3

Wanting to keep an eye on me this time, Victor drew a bath for me himself instead of asking Mia to do it.

I relaxed and let the hot water and bubbles glide over my body. Nothing had felt better in quite a while, other than making love to him in the rain.

He handed me a brown mug filled with wine. “Here, darling. This will help you relax a bit.”

It tasted divine, and as soon as I took the first sip, my nerves were instantly soothed. “You know me so well, Victor,” I said, smiling at him over the brim of the mug. “You know just what I need all the time.”

Smiling and not saying a word, Victor came from behind and massaged my naked shoulders.

“Mmm…that feels wonderful. Boy, you really get me,” I said.

“I do know you, my love, and I knew you would not wish to eat in the grand ballroom. I’ve asked Mia to prepare a banquet and serve it in our room. I also canceled lunch with your parents. Your mom said your dad didn’t get much sleep last night and was taking a long nap anyway.”

“That’s fine. Is it lunchtime already? No wonder my stomach is grumbling.” I gazed into his serious face and noticed something brewing there—something uneasy. “What’s wrong, Victor?”

His lips pressed into grim lines. “I feel like a fool. I failed to keep you safe. I am so, so sorry, my darling.”

“Victor,” I said, reaching for his hand, “you didn’t fail me. It wasn’t your fault. Ethano is the only one to blame.”

“I’ve asked extra troops to stand guard all around the castle, in case the fiend tries to return like the fool he is.”

I let out a long sigh. “How did he ever escape? I thought sure the Immortals would make sure their prison was secure.”

“I am not sure, but I will find out.” He kissed the top of my head. “I’m going to take a trip to King’s Taggert’s court. There is no excuse for this, and I intend to let them know.”

“Wait, Victor. You’re going now?” I didn’t want to be the clingy wife, but I didn’t feel like being alone either.

“I’m afraid I must, Sarah. We need to alert everyone to Ethano’s escape. He’s very dangerous, and I have no idea what he’s planning.” Victor was clearly upset, and his broody expression said it all.

I didn’t want to think about it anymore. I just wanted to forget, if only for a minute. “Join me.” I stood, then pulled him toward the wooden bathtub, batting my eyelashes at him.

He wrapped his arms around my wet, naked body. Gazing deeply into my eyes, he cupped my face, then kissed me.

I pulled off his shirt and caressed his hard, tense shoulders, slick chest, and tight abs. “Come on in. The water’s perfect, and there’s just enough room for two.”

Unable to resist me, he stripped down, revealing that hot, toned body of his, then slowly climbed in. He pulled me against him as his mouth claimed mine. I kissed him back harder, my hands roaming every inch of his warm chest. I couldn’t get enough of him.

Then, suddenly, he pulled away from me, confusion washing over his face.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, trailing my finger through the bath water.

“I noticed something odd earlier, but I didn’t want to worry you, especially after everything you’ve been through with Ethano.”

I cocked a brow. “What is it, Victor? Tell me.”

“Something is just…wrong. Do you not feel it?” His voice was troubled, and further confusion flooded his features.

“Victor, all I feel right now is this warm water and a very intense need to rub my hands all over you.” I looked deep into his eyes and could tell he was far too angry, frightened, and sad for my flirtations to have any effect. “What’s wrong? What is it?”

The lines in his forehead creased. “It isn’t so much what I feel as what I do not feel.”

“What? I’m not sure I understand.”

“Our bond, Sarah. I just don’t…I don’t feel it.”

He slid his fingers through mine, and I knew he was right; I didn’t feel the familiar electricity that usually occurred between us. Of course I still loved him with all my heart, but I couldn’t feel what he was feeling or sensing. It was as if the paranormal link we shared had been disconnected. I was mortified.
That’s why Victor didn’t feel the pain I was suffering when Ethano cut and burned me. What’s going on?

“Victor,” I said, “I didn’t get a chance to tell you all of the details in all the commotion, but maybe if I explain what Ethano did, it will make sense to you.”

“Go on,” he said.

“Well, he cut some kind of symbol into my chest and burned me with a gold medallion, and it hurt like hell.” I sucked in a deep breath, the pain still fresh in my mind.

“You healed very quickly.”

“I know. Somehow, it all disappeared. He cut me right here,” I said, gently touching myself where he’d sliced into my flesh.

Victor’s eyes widened as he ran his fingers over the skin on my chest. He then ran a hand through my hair and gazed deeply into my eyes. “I am so very sorry, my Queen. I should have been here to protect you instead of tending to my horses.”

I cupped his cheek. “You couldn’t have known.”

He looked away, as if pondering his thoughts, then finally spoke. “What did he say?”

I bit my lip. “Not much. Just that he has plans for me.”

“I hope his plans were foiled when I rushed up here.”

“I’m not sure. When he seared me with the pendant, it must have disconnected us somehow,” I said. “Maybe he intends to kidnap me…or worse.”

“I fear that you are right. If I cannot feel you, sense you, it will be easier for him to harm you or take you away. My guess is he wants to use you against me. In his grand scheme, he needs you. He had to damage our bond, or I’d have been able to find you anywhere.”

“But without the bond, he could easily hide me somewhere, and you’ll never find me,” I said, cringing at the horrible thought.

“Ethano seeks revenge, and he knows nothing would hurt me more than losing you.”

“I’m surprised he just didn’t kill me then. It would have meant death for both of us. Wouldn’t that have been the ultimate revenge?”

“Ethano is pure evil. His heart is as dark as night, if he even has a heart at all. Killing you would have been too easy. I fear he is more intent on making us suffer the way he’s suffered. He is dangerous and does not think with a stable mind. We must be on constant guard.”

“I’m sure he’ll come after me soon and often, since the bond has been broken.”

“Let him try. I will still guard you with my life, to my last breath. Also, I will teach you as much as I can so that you can defend yourself even better.”

I laid my head on his warm chest and snuggled into him, and we spent the next few minutes just holding one another. He was angry and wounded, but he was still my brooding hero. I wondered if he’d ever open up to me about the emotional scars he wore, left over from an ancient past I knew little about. Whatever had happened, the pain ran deep and still tormented him. I wanted to assure him that I was there for him, that I’d wipe every tear away and would hold him until the end of time, but he was a prideful man, and I knew I’d have to let him do things in his own way and his own time. Victor was secretive and puzzling, and I wanted to know what dark secrets he was harboring. I wished he’d let me in, but I knew I’d have to give him his time and space until he was ready. My heart told me he was the one, so I was more than willing to wait.

I finally broke the silence, my voice quivering. “Victor, do you think our bond is lost forever?”

The sadness was visible in the lines across his face. He looked away, serious and upset, pondering. “I don’t know. I do not even understand how he was able to accomplish it. It has never been done before.”

I recalled that Ethano had mentioned something about me being his bride, and I wondered what he had meant by that, if anything beyond an idle threat to scare me and turn my stomach.
Maybe he’d planned to take me away. Without our bond, Victor wouldn’t have been able to follow us.
Fortunately, I didn’t have to find out, because my Victor came in the nick of time to save me from a fate worse than death. The thought of Ethano touching me made me nauseous. Imagining his hands on my body made me shudder.
I’ll kill him before he ever comes near me again.
I frowned and looked at Victor. “The bond we’ve shared over the last year was amazing. I’ve never felt so close to anybody before, and I don’t want to lose it.”

“Yes, I know, and he will pay for what he’s done. I will ask the others if there is any way to reconnect. Even if we cannot, your life will be safe, my love. There are many enemies who would love to see me dead. If we are not connected, they will not be able to harm you through me. That is at least of some relief.”

Tears welled up in my eyes at the thought of anyone harming so much as a hair on his head. “No, Victor!” I said. “If anything happened to you, I’d be devastated, whether we were connected or not. I can’t lose you. I don’t want to be without you.”

He kissed my lips. “You’re my world, Sarah. I love you so much.”

“I love you too.”

He pushed a strand of stray hair from my eyes and gazed at me intensely. “You brought meaning to my life when everything was a black blur. You brought color into the dreary halls of my aching heart and mind. For that, I will always love you and owe you my protection.”

I gripped his hands. “My love for you hasn’t changed, Victor. We don’t need some ring to tell us how much we love each other,” I said. “Lovers do not all have ruby rings with paranormal powers to bond them.” I took a deep breath and let it out. “My parents have been happily married for fifty years, and I don’t think either one of them has ever owned a ruby. Our love runs so deep and true that nobody can ever take it away from us—not even Ethano.”

“My feelings for you are stronger than ever,” he said, kissing my hands that rested on his.

I snuggled into his chest. “Victor, what do you think is going on?”

“I don’t know, but we need to find out. I’ll be back shortly, after I meet with King Taggert. Perhaps he can provide me with some much-needed answers.”

“If you can wait till I get dressed, I’ll go with you.”

“No, my love. The castle is the safest place for you.”

“Now hold on just a minute! I am not some pretty daffodil that you can keep sitting on a shelf. Ethano attacked me, and I have a right to—”

“Sarah, I know you are capable of defending yourself to some degree, but you have only been practicing your powers for one year, while Ethano has been practicing for hundreds. You are much safer behind these walls and the swords of my men, who are all sworn to protect you.”

“Fine, but one day, I’m going to personally kick Ethano’s ass.”

Victor laughed, appreciating my feisty spirit. “Perhaps you will…and I shall help you do it.” He pushed a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “Besides, have you forgotten that 200 guests are coming for dinner tomorrow? One of us must make an appearance.”

“Dinners can be canceled, you know,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“Yes, and you may do so if you really want to, but it is a charity event, and you did plan it.”

He had me there. Being Queen Fesque of Tastia came with its privileges, and one was that I had the power to change things for the better. I wondered if fate had landed me there so I could speak for the ones who could not speak for themselves. I had put a lot of time and effort into preparing for the event, and it was for a good cause that I strongly believed in, a project I’d named No Child Shall Ever Go Hungry. I’d seen the starving children in the villages, and it had broken my heart. The charity dinner would allow me to put some food into their growling little bellies, and I couldn’t possibly cancel it, no matter what. Those children needed me.

As I thought about it, Sandy’s face popped into my mind, my best friend when I was ten. When I saw how skinny she was, I was horrified. Sometimes she didn’t eat more than a few crackers and a can of tuna over the course of an entire weekend, so I took food to her every chance I got. One day, when I realized I could actually count her ribs, I was horrified and ran to tell my mother about her unfortunate situation. Social Services rushed in, but by the time they got there to do anything about it, Sandy had come down with pneumonia; her immune system was compromised severely from malnutrition. Ultimately, the poor little girl passed away, and at her funeral, I swore I would make sure that no child would ever starve again, as long as I could do anything about it. As I sat there with Victor, a tear dripped from my cheek and into the bath water at the thought. When I got my first job at sixteen, I donated any extra money I earned to feed the hungry. I often saw Sandy’s face in my mind, and I knew if I could save just one hungry child, her death was not in vain. When I’d first met Victor, he was turning a blind eye to the poor in his kingdom, to those less fortunate who seldom had food to eat. Nothing infuriated me more, and I made sure to tell him about it. After I became the queen, I could finally do something to put an end to the hunger and misery.

“You’re right, Victor,” I finally said, sniffling as I recalled Sandy. “I will take care of the charity event,” I said. “Please just hurry and get back here as soon as you can…and be careful.”

Droplets of water rolled off his body as he climbed out of the tub and kissed my lips. “I’ll be back soon.”

I nodded, wondering if there was more he wasn’t telling me. The thought of him keeping secrets from poor little ol’ me pissed me off so much that I gave the bath water a firm left hook. I could tell he was nervous about something, but I had no idea what it was that had him so unsettled. My heart ached as he walked away; I didn’t want him to leave my side. I wanted to touch his face and tell him everything would be all right, but with Ethano on the loose and our bond broken, I wasn’t sure that was a promise either of us could make to each other anymore.





Chapter 4

Just as I was getting ready for bed, I was startled by a knock on my bedroom door. “Wh-who is it?” I stuttered, sounding more frightened than I intended to.

“It’s Mia, Highness.”

“Oh! Come in, Mia.”

“Sarah!” Mia raced toward me, and the expression on her face told me something was dreadfully wrong.

I cocked a brow. “What is it, Mia? What’s wrong?”

“He’s here,” she whispered.

Shudders shot up my spine. “Who?”
If that Ethano dared broke into the castle again, I’m gonna make him pay, and this time, I’m ready for him! This time, we’ll do things on my terms, not his.

She met my gaze and said nothing.

I blinked away my vengeful thoughts. “Who, Mia? Who’s here?” I repeated again, this time more firmly.

“Frank.”

Wait…Frank?
My stomach sank, as it wasn’t quite the answer I was expecting. “What?” Frank’s green eyes flashed across my mind. I had risked everything to make sure he’d make it home safely, and I couldn’t understand why he’d come back. I’d made it very clear that things were over between us. He was a mere mortal and I was…well, an Immortal. At one time, I had thought I loved the man, but in the end, it just didn’t work out. He’d tried so hard to win me back, and I couldn’t deny that he’d stirred my feelings for him again, but those were short-lived when I fell head over heels for Victor. I wasn’t sure Frank would ever forgive me for choosing a dangerous Immortal king over him. When he left through the portal, he didn’t even turn around to check for me; he didn’t even realize he was leaving me behind. He was hurt like a wounded dog, licking his wounds.

Mia’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts. “Frank’s here in our world, in the temple outside the city of Zort. And he’s hurt…bad.”

Hurt? All kinds of thoughts raced through my mind.
Why is he here? Who hurt him? How…?
My mouth dropped open in stunned disbelief, but the words wouldn’t come out.

“I know this must come as a bit of a shock,” Mia said. “I couldn’t believe it myself.”

“More like a punch in the stomach,” I said.

“We’ll need Victor.”

“He’s not here, and even if he was, I wouldn’t want him to know Frank is here.”

“But why not, milady? Surely there remains no angst between them.”

“Angst is putting it lightly. Victor will freak out if he finds out. I’ll go on my own.”

Mia’s eyes widened in shock. “But, Highness, with Ethano out on the loose? You can’t leave this castle without armed guards and Immortals.”

I gripped the girl’s delicate hands. “Don’t worry, Mia. We’ll take our best fleet of soldiers and Immortals.”

“Fleet?”

I laughed, forgetting that my tongue sometimes confused them. “It means we’ll take a whole lot of them. For now, we can’t tell Victor that my ex-boyfriend is back here. He’ll never understand. I’ll make sure Frank is healed, then send him on his merry way, back through the portal, to the world where he belongs.” Suddenly, something hit me:
What if this is all some elaborate scheme by that scandalous Ethano?
“Mia, do you think there is any chance this is some kind of trap? Do you think Ethano is up to something, trying to bait me beyond the safety of these walls?”

“I saw Frank myself, ma’am, with my own eyes. When I was coming back from visiting my mother, I ran into one of Liz’s messengers, and I went and checked it out immediately. Frank has done so much for me, after all. When I saw him, he asked for you.”

I gasped. “You
saw
him?”

“Yes, ma’am. In the flesh.”

“Then it really must be him.”

“I suppose it could be a shape-shifter.”

I bit my lower lip, pondering. “Wouldn’t that be a brilliant scheme to get me out of the castle without Victor?”

“But what if it really is Frank?” she asked.

“You’re right. If it is him, I can’t stand idly by while he’s hurt. He was probably worried sick about me when I didn’t show up on the other side of the portal. I never told him I was staying. It was a last-minute decision, and I mean that most literally.”

“Well, in any case, Highness, he is quite injured. It looks as if he’s been stabbed.”

“When a shape-shifter approached me as my sister, we got into a sword fight. When she was stabbed, she bled green.”

“Frank’s blood is red.”

“Are you sure? Bright red? Crimson?”

Mia nodded. “Yes’m.”

“In that case, we can only assume he’s human.”

“Also, your sister is there. I know she is a healer, milady, but I’m not sure he’ll make it if we don’t act soon. He was in awful shape.”

I was floored. “Liz is there?”

Mia shrugged. “She does have the gift of healing.”

“But she’s only healed animals in the past, never humans. Besides that, how did she find out about Frank before I did? That seems odd to me.”

Mia shrugged. “I don’t know, but she was by herself, accompanied by no guards.”

“Alone? Is she crazy?” I shook my head in frustration. “Please go fetch the doctor, our healer, and tell him he’ll be rewarded handsomely for his troubles. Also, get us a wagon. Meanwhile, I’ll get us some muscle.”

She cocked her brow in confusion.

I added, “A bunch of strong soldiers.”

Mia gripped my hands. “Highness, you should stay in the castle. I can go to Frank and make sure he is all right.”

I nodded, knowing it would be wise to follow her advice, but for some reason, I couldn’t leave well enough alone. “No, I’m going. I need to know firsthand that he’s okay, and I have to find out why he’s here. Also, I’d love to see Liz. Meet by the gates, Mia, with the doctor and a wagon.”

“Yes, Highness,” Mia said, looking at the floor and shaking her head.

“I know this is a risk, but it’s something I have to do. Please understand. If I let you go by yourself with the soldiers and doctor and something happens to Frank or Liz or you, I’d never forgive myself. Frank is still a stranger here, and he has no one but me. If he’s hurt, he needs me. I can’t possibly sit here waiting around, wondering if everyone is all right.”

Mia tried to hide the disappointed expression on her face, but I knew she wasn’t comfortable with me leaving and venturing out into the night. Finally, she nodded, then turned to leave. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

* * *

The moon peeked out from the dark clouds as Mia, the doctor, and I rode along, bumpety-bump, in the back of a wagon. A burst of wind gushed over me, sending chills down my spine, and I clutched my cloak tightly around me; it was almost cold enough to see my breath. The temple loomed in the distance, and I ordered the soldiers to make sure it was safe. A few minutes later, the sound of gallops echoed through the forest.

It’s safe, milady,” a soldier said. “Just one wounded man, asking for you.”

My heart raced.
So it’s true. Frank is here. He really came back for me. “You didn’t see my sister, Liz?”

“No, Highness.”

I looked at Mia. “Where’d she go?”

Mia shrugged. “I am not sure. Perhaps she went to fetch a healer.”

Oddly enough, even with her healing powers, my sister hated the sight of blood. It was entirely possible that she would have called in some reinforcements.

“Hoo! Hoo!” An owl hooted as branches shook in the wind, giving the whole scene an eerie feel—like Halloween, without the trick-or-treaters.

“Let’s go,” I said.

The soldier nodded, and our wagon raced off toward the temple. The horses neighed as we stopped. Soldiers held out their hands and helped us down.

I glanced up at my gentlemanly guards. Victor had assigned them to me and had told them to do whatever I asked. They were loyal and brave to a fault. I knew they would lay down their lives to protect me, and I trusted them completely. “Please wait out here until I get back.”

The healer was stick thin, with thick blond hair and brown eyes. He was a kind, compassionate man, and I knew if anyone could help Frank, it would be him.

I motioned for the healer and Mia to follow me. The door creaked open as I pushed on it, and I glanced around in the dim light resulting from the flicker of blazing torches. To the left I could see a figure lying on the ground in the haystacks. “Frank?” I said.

A moan echoed in the air, and the figure sat up.

“I came the second I found out you were here,” I said. “Why did you come back through the portal, Frank?”

The figure spun around and laughed sadistically. “I didn’t…and I’m not Frank.”

I found myself staring into the face of Ethano. His dark blond hair was pulled back into a long ponytail, and his hazel eyes were as cold as ever.

“Hello, Sarah,” he said, grinning victoriously.

My stomach lurched as I realized the entire thing was a farce.

He stood, easily towering over me. “You were so easily fooled, my dear. Pitiful, if you ask me.”

Yep. He got me—hook, line, and sinker.
I yelled for the soldiers as the temple door slammed shut in my face, thanks to an invisible hand.

He laughed. “No use, Highness. What good is a sleeping army anyway? Sad, really, that they aren’t even living up to their duty to protect you,” his voice rang in a mocking tone.

“Mia!”

“Oh, but she’s napping too, along with that puny old healer.”

I was sure then that he’d put them in a sleep-like state, just as I’d seen Victor do before. It was some relief to know he hadn’t killed them—at least not yet—but I still felt like an idiot for so easily falling into his trap.

“It was so easy to draw you here. I knew you couldn’t resist rescuing your old flame, your lover. Why, you even disobeyed your beloved Victor’s orders to stay in the castle. I wonder what poor Victor would think,” Ethano said.

I inched back. “What do you want from me?”

He met my gaze straight on. “It isn’t that I want anything
from
you, Sarah. What I want
is
you. You will make for quite a fitting sacrifice.”

The thought made me shudder. “You brought me here to be sacrificed?”

“Do not worry, dear girl. I promise I will make your death quick and swift.”

I took a few more steps back.
This guy’s nuts, and I need to stall him before he knocks me out or something. There has to be a way out of here.
“If I’m gonna die, then at least tell me why. What’s going on, Ethano?”

“I had to disconnect your life force from Victor,” he said casually. “It has to be done twelve hours prior to the stars aligning with the giant symbol on top of the temple.”

“So why didn’t you just take me when you had the chance?” I asked.

“The spell doesn’t work that way. It requires that you enter the temple of your own free will, even if your visit is based on trickery.”

“You needed me to come in voluntarily?” I said.

He smiled. “I’ve always known you are a smart girl. I could’ve disconnected you without you ever seeing my face, but I wanted Victor to know I’m on the loose so he’d immediately leave the castle to look for me. That way, I could capture him.”

“What!? You have Victor?” I shouted, my voice filling with emotion.

He nodded, and a proud, smug look came over his face. “Yes…and Elizabeth too.”

“Where? What have you done with them?” I demanded to know.

He shook his head. “My, my, it was difficult to coordinate all of this, but Elizabeth came to the temple of her own free will too. I had to accomplish it all before the star of Bartara and Semtina meet on the horizon before midnight. Some of my priests said it couldn’t be done, but I proved them wrong!”

“I suppose you’re quite proud of yourself,” I retorted, shaking my head at him in disgust.

“Yes, and rightfully so. Truth be told, it was almost too easy. I was hoping for a challenge, but Mia’s naïve mind is so easily manipulated. It was simple to make her think she saw a bleeding Frank, but you shouldn’t worry about the lover you betrayed. He’s safe in his own world. Why would he dare risk his neck to come back for you after the way you treated him? Perhaps you should have thought of that before you fell for my scheme.”

My heart sank as I recalled mine and Frank’s parting. He’d left without even saying goodbye or turning around to make sure I was with him. “I will not discuss my love life with you. It’s none of your business!” I glanced around for a weapon. I was sure nothing there would do any good against such a powerful man, but I couldn’t go down without a fight.

Ethano motioned around the room. “Sure, go ahead, my dear. Have a good look around this empty, dusty temple. Look close enough, and you’ll see that we’re not alone. What you are seeing now is nothing more than an illusion.”

I swallowed hard. “What?”

“Would you like to see the real picture? The one I’m hiding from your eyes? The truth is, there’s quite an audience here to watch this drama unfold.”

“What are you talking about?” I glanced around but didn’t see anyone in the room.

“This!”

My feet suddenly left the floor, and I started to float upward just a few inches. I used every ounce of my Immortal strength to pound the force field, to no avail. I blinked in disbelief as I hovered in midair, enclosed in some kind of bubble.

 

  


Chapter 5

Ethano lifted his hands, and the wind blew as the room morphed. It was the same temple room, but it was suddenly occupied by dozens of chanting priests in black, hooded robes. Thousands of candles shone brightly all around the room. As I focused, I could see ancient symbols intricately woven and carved deep into the wax.

Ethano was dressed in the same ominous black robe as the others. He grinned wickedly at me, and I feared whatever he had in store for me. “I shall mourn your loss, my dear Queen. It seems like such a waste,” he said, caressing my cheek without my permission. I then floated to the top of the room in my makeshift prison.

“Sarah!” Liz flailed as she tried to break free from her invisible prison. She was about twenty-five feet away, hovering next to me in a bubble of her own.

I held out my hand and gazed into her terrified eyes. “Liz?”

“Wh-what’s going on?” she asked. “Is this some kind of ceremony? Why are we here?”

“He says they’re going to…I’m going to be a sacrifice!” I said, my heart thundering.

“Look! There’s an altar below us.”
Her voice wavered. She was terrified, aware of the danger we were in.

I glanced down and studied the intricately carved
stone altar, covered in tiny flowers and leafy
vines. My gaze shot to Liz as my stomach clenched. “We’ve gotta get outta here.”

“Shit! We’re going to die!” Liz yelled, her voice now hysterical as she frantically pounded against the force field that was holding her prisoner.

“Calm down, and let’s figure out a plan to get the hell out of here.”

She sucked in a deep breath, trying to take my advice. “But how? We’re trapped in these bubbles or whatever they are, and
Ethano’s somehow paralyzing our powers?”

“Don’t give up, Liz,” I said. “We’ll figure this out.”

“I know, but it sure doesn’t look good right now, does it?” She placed her hand against the force field and met my gaze through the flickering candlelight. “I’m not ready to die yet. I’m too young, and—”

“Don’t say that,” I whispered. “We’re not going to die. Not here and not today.”

“There’s so much more I want to accomplish with my life,” she said. “Being Immortal, I guess I’ve never worried much about death, but I can feel its icy grip, ready to steal my soul the second I cease to breathe.” She blinked and continued. “You shouldn’t even be here. You should have gone back home, through the portal. You’re only here, on the verge of death, because I begged you to stay in this world. I’m so sorry, Sarah. I had no idea it would mean a death sentence for you.” Her eyes welled with tears. “I’m so, so sorry.”

I touched the force field. “This isn’t your fault, Liz. It’s Ethano’s.”

“They’ll either behead us or kill us with poison from the Guardians,” she whispered.

“Do you know what kind of ceremony this is?” I asked, gazing down at the hooded priests.

“I don’t know anything about dark magic,” she said, “but they’ve been chanting for hours, long before you ever arrived. I’ve been trying to hold it together, but fear of the unknown really freaks me out.”

“This is all about revenge,” I breathed out. “I exposed Ethano to King Taggert, and now the asshole is out for blood.”

“Well, I’ve never done anything to the guy, so what’s his beef with me?”

“You’re my sister.” I sucked in a trembling breath as I stared at the altar Ethano planned to use to sacrifice me. I shuddered. I had thought Ethano had disconnected my bond with Victor so he could kidnap me and keep me away from Victor. That would have been the perfect revenge. But I knew now that that assumption way off basis. The symbol he’d burned into my chest could have been to purify me for the ceremony, with the broken bond being just a fringe benefit for him. I wasn’t sure, and none of it made much sense to me.

“Oh my gosh!” Liz screamed.

When I followed her horrified gaze downward, I saw the love of my life lying down on top of the altar. “Victor!” I screamed, flailing against the invisible wall.

“He’s going to sacrifice Victor first,” Liz said.

I couldn’t breathe. I was numb and in utter shock.

The priests chanted louder in some ancient language, then shuffled in their robes to gather in a circle around the altar.

“The magic circle has been established!” shouted the high priest as soon as they were all assembled.

Another priest walked to Ethano and handed him a gold dagger. Ethano cut his own wrist and dripped a crimson river of his blood over Victor’s chest. “Out of the magical circle comes the magic dagger!” He held up the blade—the same one he’d used to cut me—with one hand. “Give me the abilities I ask for.”

The candles flickered, and the wind howled all around us.

One priest held a sliver goblet filled with a red liquid that I assumed was wine. He took a drink and passed it to the next priest on his right, who followed suit. The passing and drinking of the chalice continued around the entire circle, and when they’d all had a sip, the head priest slowly walked around the altar and poured droplets of the red liquid on the stone floor. It was then that I realized it wasn’t wine at all, for it was far too thick and bright red.
Is that…human blood? Oh gosh! My stomach clenched again, and I thought I might fill the bottom of my bubble with vomit.

When the high priest kissed the goblet and lifted it with both hands toward the ceiling, shouting some strange gibberish, a ring of fire immediately blazed around the altar, but not a hair on Victor’s head was singed.

A priest dipped the dagger into a bowl of serum, and my heart sank.
They’re gonna poison us!
I remember how horrible it felt when Victor was poisoned, and I couldn’t allow it to happen again.
There has to be a way out of this nightmare!

As if he’d overheard my desperate thoughts,
Ethano shot me an evil, triumphant smile. Lifting his arms high into the air, he thrust the poisoned dagger straight into Victor’s heart.

My world came to a crashing halt. My stomach lurched, and I screamed bloody murder. Terror and grief struck through me like a lightning bolt, and I couldn’t breathe. I blinked, hoping I’d wake up and realize it was all a bad dream, but I knew it wasn’t. “No!” I screamed so loudly that every face stopped their chanting to stare at me. I pounded on the invisible bubble that was holding me. If I break free, Ethano’s a dead man!
I vowed.

Black shadows flitted around the room, and the candles were blown out by a mighty gust of wind. Darkness enveloped the room, until I couldn’t see a thing.

“Liz!”

“What’s going on?” she asked.

Suddenly, a beam of brilliant light shot up from the altar and encompassed my sister; a second later, another grabbed me. The brilliant, blazing energy bounced all around me, brighter than a hundred suns. I covered my eyes as I struggled to breath, as if something—some unseen, volatile force—was sucking the life out of me. It literally felt like an elephant was sitting on top of me, and I didn’t know how much longer I could hold on. I was slowly being crushed to death, and there was nothing I could do about it. I tried to look at Liz, but I couldn’t. “Liz!” I screamed in my head.

Then, as quickly as it had come, it disappeared. I sucked in a big, giant lungful of air. A burning sensation flooded my body as sharp jabs of tiny pins and needles prickled my skin.

“What happened?” Ethano roared.

The priest slammed a book shut, and his lips pressed into a grim line. “The connection was broken.”

“But why?” Ethano demanded to know. “We’ve spent months preparing for this ceremony. It was all perfect. I personally made sure! The queen and princess are connected by blood, and we have…” He didn’t finish his thought, but I knew he was about to say king.

We were caught up in some ancient ceremony, and they needed our blood. Everything was a blur as the cruel reality hit me. I couldn’t think straight as tears streamed down my face. I watched the priests rush around the altar while others flipped desperately through the pages of the book. Something had gone terribly wrong, but I had no idea what.

My world crashed down around me, and thoughts flooded my mind. I remembered the first time I had laid eyes on Victor in the forest. I remembered those blazing blue eyes, his dark hair fluttering in the wind. I remembered our first kiss that nearly took my breath, how we danced at the festival, laughing as we spun each other around. I could almost feel the wind blowing though my hair, racing through the forest on a unicorn. I especially remembered him making love to me by the waterfall, under the stars.

I was an emotional volcano, and I had exploded. Tears streamed down my cheeks as the bittersweet memories rolled across my head. Our wedding played out across my mind…

The priest nodded. “King Victor Fesque II, wilt thou have this woman to be thy wedded wife? Wilt thou love her, honor her, keep her, and guard her, in health and in sickness, as a husband should a wife, forsaking all others? Wilt thou cling only unto her, so long as ye both shall live?”

Victor met my eyes and smiled. “I will.”

“Princess Gloria Jarod, wilt thou have this man to be thy wedded husband? Wilt thou love him, honor him, keep him, and guard him, in health and in sickness, as a wife should a husband, forsaking all others? Wilt though cleave only unto him, so long as ye both shall live?”

“I will,” I answered.

The priest continued, “Do you take Princess Gloria Jarod to be your wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness, and in health, till death do you part, if the Holy Church doth ordain it? And thereto plight her thy troth?”

Victor smiled, flashing those gorgeous white teeth. “I do.”

The priest turned and repeated the vows to me. When I agreed, he said a blessing, then joined our hands together. “The third finger on the left hand has a special vein called vena amoris, the vein of love. This vein runs from the ring finger directly to the heart. The special ring that is placed upon this finger is the symbol of the sun, Earth, and universe, and it represents perfection and peace. It has no beginning and no end, just like time. The rubies represent love, and the diamonds signify eternity,” said the priest, nodding to the sparkling gems set in a gold band.” He turned to the king. “You may pledge your allegiance to your love and undying devotion.

When he handed me a matching ring, I looked closer and noticed that Victor’s ruby was square, making it look more masculine.

“Put the ring on Victor’s finger,” the priest whispered.

With trembling hands, I slid the ring on his finger and gazed up at his beaming face.

“We’ve done it,” Victor whispered.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the priest said. “My King, you may kiss your queen.”

“You’re mine now—forever. Our bond is unbreakable, the spark between us never to be quenched.”

In slow motion, I remembered his face lowering onto mine, our lips barely touching, his hand wandering to the low of my back, drawing me closer, my chest pressing against his as his lips came down harder, though with nowhere near as much force as I would’ve expected from such a man…

A flame spread over me, spanning from the tips of my toes to the top of my head.

Victor dismissed the priest, and I let out a breath of relief. His mouth hovered over my lips, his hot breath giving me goosebumps. “I’m so blessed to have a bride as beautiful as you.” Victor’s eyes bore down into mine. “I’ve been burning to touch you, to hold you, to kiss you since the moment I laid eyes upon you.” He slipped his hands behind the back of my head and pulled me even closer. He kissed me again, more deeply this time, pushing past my lips and plunging his tongue deep into my mouth…

“Sarah!” Liz yelled. “I’m so sorry.”

I screamed as shudders rocked my body.
The love of my life is…dead? How could this be happening?

Again, memories flooded my mind…

“Are you trying to seduce me?” I whispered, shivers racing down my spine. “If you are, it’s not working.”

“No?” His lips lowered ever so gently onto mine, his black hair caressing my face where it touched my skin. “How does a man seduce his own wife then?”

“You mean your pretend wife. I don’t even know you.” I cringed inwardly at how low my voice sounded, how breathless, betraying how much I wanted him to keep going and ignore my halfhearted attempts to refuse his advances.

He smiled. “That is an easy problem to solve, as we have hundreds of years to get to know each other.”

“But we did everything right,” a priest protested, cutting through my thoughts.

Another priest shut the book. “The connection is broken between Elizabeth and Charles.”

“Was the life force between Sarah and Victor adequately destroyed?” another priest asked.

“Yes,” Ethano said. “I’m sure of it.”

“She is still connected to Victor’s life force though,” a priest said. “That is why this hasn’t worked.”

“But she can’t be!” Ethano roared. “I told you I disconnected it myself, and I never make mistakes.”

I knew the connection was broken, because Victor had died, and I was still alive—even if I didn’t want to be without him.

Ethano waved his hand toward me, and I was gently brought back down.

Liz yelled obscenities at the priests, and a small, yellow ball of light blazed toward her from Ethano’s hands. As it hit her in the chest, she screamed and immediately slumped over.

“Liz!” I yelled, but she didn’t respond. My Immortal vision allowed me to see the rise and fall of her chest, even in the dim light, so I was sure the fiend had had put her in some kind of deep sleep, the way Victor had with my friends when I was running away from him a year before.

The invisible ball that held me prisoner descended until my feet landed on the ground with a
thud. As the walls around me dissipated, my body was suddenly paralyzed. I struggled to move a finger or anything at all, but I was totally at the mercy of Ethano. I hated the way he could control me. He laid a hand on my forehead and lingered there for a minute. I had no clue what he was doing, and a million scenarios crossed my mind. A wave of heat rushed through my body as my breath caught. He was doing some kind of mumbo-jumbo, and I wished I knew what it was.
Or maybe it’s better not to know.

He smiled. “This is even better.” He turned his gaze to a priest who was standing next to him. “Get me the
Book of Maldara.”

The priest nodded and hurried off, then returned with a thick tome. He began thumbing through the pages like a madman, then stopped and smiled widely. “Yes! We could have never anticipated this.”

The priests gathered around as their faces lit up. “Are you sure?” one said.

“I’m positive,” he said with certainty.

Ethano met my gaze, an evil smile curling on his lips. “You never cease to amaze me, Sarah.”

I wanted to spit in his face. I had no idea what he was talking about, and I really couldn’t have cared less. I was fighting to speak, and with one wave of Ethano’s hand, I felt the muscles in my mouth free up. I swallowed hard. “I want to see Victor one last time. Please? Is that too much to ask?”

His cold eyes met mine. “Too late. Your king is dead.” He almost smiled when he said it.

How could he delight in my pain?
His words tore at my heart, and I turned and rushed over to Victor on the altar. I cupped his cheek and wept. He looked so sweet and serene, almost as if he were merely asleep. “Victor,” I said, “I love you so much. I’ll always love you.”

“Touching,” Ethano mocked in the background, and many of the priests joined him in heartless chuckling.

Ethano continued with his speech, but I tuned him out. More tears rolled down my face. I wasn’t one to cry, but I was losing all control. Emotions overwhelmed me as I slowly stroked my love’s raven-black hair.

Suddenly, strong, unforgiving hands gripped me from behind, yanking me away.

“No! Give me one more minute,” I spat.

“Your time is up, my Queen,” Ethano said. “You were supposed to die tonight, but it seems destiny has saved your life.”

“Let me bury Victor,” I begged. “He deserves a proper burial.”

“You needn’t worry. He will get what he deserves, and he’ll have your sister to keep him company.”

His callous words hit me full force. “No! You can’t kill Liz too.”

“Their deaths will appease my anger toward you, a perfect vengeance.” He lifted his hand up, and Liz floated softly to the ground.

I rushed over and wrapped my arms around my sister. I could feel her chest rise, but I took little comfort in knowing she was still alive, only for them to kill her.

A crackling sound made me spin around just in time to see Victor lighting up into a million particles, then disintegrating right before my eyes into a pile of dark ashes.

I gasped, completely numb and shocked, unable to fathom what my eyes were taking in. “Wh-at just…what was that!?” I screamed at Ethano.

“Cremation is the best way to go, don’t you think?”

I lunged at him, but he held a hand up, paralyzing me once again.

“Don’t worry. You will not have to stay here, where he finally got what he deserved. I will take you away, to a special place where no one will find you,” he said.

I struggled, to no avail. “Why?”

“Because you possess something I want.”

“What!?” I screamed.

He smiled, enjoying the unknown secret he was holding for ransom.

“Stop paralyzing me,” I said.

Ethano grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked. “Do you promise to act like a lady?”

I simply glared at him, refusing to answer such a question. I wanted to tear him apart, and I was sure that wasn’t very ladylike.

“Tell me, Sarah, how did you ever manage to melt the ice in Victor’s veins?” he asked.

“As I told you before, my love life is none of your concern,” I spat.

“I guess he was redeemed by the right woman, even if he did have to steal you away from poor, love-struck Frank by forcing you to marry him. But I have to wonder, are you warm enough to melt the ice in my veins?”

“I might be able to thaw ice, Ethano, but I cannot penetrate stone.”

“Hmm…” he said, scratching his chin. “You might be right.”

“You’ll pay for this,” I seethed. “I promise you that.”

“You shouldn’t be sad about living without your strong warrior by your side. You won’t be alone, Sarah.” As he moved toward me, I inched back, but he closed any distance I was attempting to put between us and whispered in my ear, “I promise to keep your bed warm in Victor’s absence.”

By his smug smirk, I could tell he was enjoying every moment of seeing the anger explode on my face. “My heart isn’t a playground,” I spat, “and neither is my body.”

“Your heart? That makes no difference to me, as that fickle thing isn’t what I’m after.”

I sucked in a trembling breath at his threats.

He ran a hand down my cheek. “I will destroy your happiness, and you will feel the wrath of my revenge every night for the rest of your life.”

“You can break my heart, ravage my body, and destroy my soul, but you’ll never take away my dignity,” I said, collapsing to the floor.

“She’s quite upset and weak. Get her some water,” a priest said.

Another hooded priest handed me a mug of water, but I threw it. “I don’t want anything from any of you. Let Liz go! Let me go.” I inched forward, glaring. “Let me go bury my husband in peace.”

Victor was dead, and Liz was scheduled for the next early departure, but I wasn’t going to let Ethano take my sister away from me. I didn’t have my Immortal powers under control yet, but I still had my smarts going for me, and that had gotten me through some pretty tough situations.

As I glanced around the temple room, an idea struck me: Controlled fire was the only light in the room. I looked at the candles, torches, and oil lamps, wondering which would cause the most intimidating inferno. I had no doubt that Ethano and his black-clad friends would be able to put it out, but I hoped it would be just enough of a distraction for me to get away. All I needed was to get their eyes off of me. I knew if Liz and I could get out of the church, we’d have our powers back. I opted for the oil lamps, nothing more than a wick sticking out of a container of animal-fat fuel. If I can just knock a few over, those elaborate curtains would go up in smoke.

As much as I wanted to rip Ethano’s throat out, I had to play along and pretend I’d submitted to him. I had to let the idiot think he’d won, even though I would forever think him a loser. I knew if I resisted in any way, I’d be paralyzed in a heartbeat, and then none of my plans would matter.

Ethano grabbed my jaw. “What should I do with your sister?”

“Please let her go,” I begged. “If you promise not to kill her, I’ll do anything you say.”

“Anything?” he said, running a hand down my face and licking his lips. I found his insinuations grotesque, but it was safest to play along. “Anything.”

He smiled wickedly, placing an arm around my waist and pulling me closer. “I know you will.”

It took everything I had not to vomit.

“It’d be my pleasure to bed Victor’s whore,” he said, leaving a trail of kisses down my face and neck. “I will delight in your first surrender to me.”

I cringed at the thought of his lips—or anything else of his—against my skin. I took a deep breath to calm myself and surprisingly refrained from slapping him or tearing him apart. Ethano had some kind of sick fascination with me, and I was almost positive it was rooted in some competitive thing between him and Victor. I had no doubt that if I didn’t find a way out, he would rape me before dawn, and my stomach churned and my flesh prickled at the thought. “This is…inappropriate,” I hissed, pushing him away, unable to play the charade any longer. “Should you be acting like this in front of your priests?”

“You need to get one thing straight.”

I turned my face and looked away. At that point, my grieving heart couldn’t have cared less about any of his lectures.

He grabbed my chin as if he owned me, then tilted my head to meet his gaze straight on.

I swallowed at the dangerous glint in his eyes.

“I am in charge now, my Queen,” he said, moving my hair over my shoulder. “I get what I want. If I desired to ravage your body on top of that altar this very second, I would do it.” Grabbing a fistful of hair, he pulled my face forward, crashing his lips into mine.

When he forced his tongue into my mouth, I pounded on his chest. The thought of him defiling me right where my husband had been murdered only minutes before sickened me.

He broke the kiss, his eyes wild. “Submit to me, or Liz dies,” he demanded.

As much as I hated ultimatums, there was no way I was going to let him kill Liz. He leaned in for another kiss, knowing he had the upper hand, and I sucked in a trembling breath as he placed his lips once again on my lips. As much as I wanted to puke, I didn’t fight him as he kissed me roughly, forcing my mouth open with his tongue.

“You submit easily,” his voice said, rolling across my mind.

I didn’t, and I knew he’d only said it to anger me.

He broke away and stared at me as if deciding what he wanted to do with me.

At that point, I began to think death might not be so bad. If Ethano kills me, at least I’ll be reunited with my Victor. I knew it was selfish to think only of my happiness with my sister’s life at stake.
What about Liz? And what about my parents, back at my castle, worrying and waiting? How could I make them go through another funeral for Liz?

“Ethano!” a priest called. “Look what we found.”

A distraction? Thank goodness.
I let out a tiny sigh of relief as I tried not to vomit from Ethano’s touch.

“We’ll finish this later,” he whispered in my ear.

Fat chance.
I was dead set on finding a way out before he ever got me back to his bed. Spots flooded my vision, and my knees shook. “I-I need to sit,” I said. Emotions swept over me like a hurricane as grief held me tightly in its strangling, suffocating, icy grip.

Ethano motioned for a priest to lead me toward a long bench against the wall, then rushed over to the others.

When I looked back at the altar, I noticed that Victor’s ashes were gone. A tear slid down my cheek as sadness flooded through me.
The priest must’ve took him. Now I’ll never be able to bury Victor—or keep him in an urn by my side.

Another priest handed me another glass of water. This time, I played along and took a sip, knowing that if Ethano suspected my plan to escape, he’d hurriedly throw me into that vegetative state. He must have thought me calm, as he continued looking at the book with the priests, who were getting more and excited by the minute over whatever they were looking at.
No time better than the present,
I thought and made my move.

Since there were no oil lamps near me, I slowly stood and scooted the candles next to the curtains. I then hurried back to my seat and watched as the material caught on fire. I slid back into my seat, as if the fire had happened naturally.

Within seconds, the fabric was ablaze, and the billowing curtain of smoke and fire made all the priests rush over in a panic, shouting.

Playing the part of typical damsel in distress, I screamed hysterically, “Put it out or we’re all going to die!”

A priest led me to the other side of the room. “Stay calm, Highness.”

I glanced into Liz’s terrified eyes as she grabbed my arm. I was more than relieved to see that she was awake and okay.

“Great distraction,” she whispered. She took a deep breath as she glanced around. “The doors are blocked by Immortals and soldiers. We’ll never get through.”

“Who needs doors? I say we jump out the window,” I whispered. “Now!” Without waiting for Liz’s response, I jumped to the windowsill about ten feet above me. I bit my lip as I teetered, precariously close to the edge. With one hand, I clung to the wall and kicked the stained glass window with all my might, delivering a mighty blow. The window shattered with a
boom, glass spraying outside, onto the grass below. I peered out into
the
night, exasperated. There were no trees to shimmy down, no ladder, no rope, and nothing to aid our descent. Without hesitation, I climbed out and grabbed Liz’s hand, and together, we took the plunge.

 

  


Chapter 6

After we landed from our jump out of the church window, I scrambled to my feet and raced through the night, pulling my sister along with me. Thunder softly rumbled in the distance, and the wind picked up, blowing long strands of hair across my face.

We were almost off the grounds when I suddenly bounced off of something and was thrown back with a jolt. I stumbled but caught myself before I fell. “Wh-what’s going on?” I peered around me but didn’t see a tree or a wall or anything that would have caused such a collision.

Liz reached out her hand and touched the invisible barrier. “It’s a force field.”

I blinked, unable to believe what was happening.

“I can break through it,” she said. “I just need a minute.”

I was amazed at how calm he was. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Ethano’s soldiers rushing in our direction, and my heart raced. “We don’t have a minute.”

She gripped my hand tightly. “I know a trick, but we’ll have to work together.”

I nodded. “That’s never been a problem, eh, sis?” I said with a grin.

She continued, “Right. Anyway, we’re gonna make a giant, invisible wave—strong enough to knock down an army.” Then she lifted my hand. “Concentrate just like you would to create a fireball. Use that same energy, and I’ll do the rest.”

I closed my eyes and focused, and I could feel the energy in the pit of my stomach. As I tapped into it, tiny dots of light flooded my vision, followed by a wave of electricity rolling through me. It was so intense that I could barely hang on.

“Don’t lose the connection,” Liz said. “Hang on!”

Breathing deeply and focusing harder, I was able to merge my mind with the light. I clenched my jaw, and an all-too-familiar headache began throbbing in my head. I could see the outline of a giant wave emerging in my mind. When I opened my eyes, I actually watched it pick up in speed as it rolled across the grass and crashed into the soldiers and Immortals with intense strength. The connection broke, and I sucked in a giant gulp of air.

Closing her eyes, Liz touched the force field with both hands. She knew far more than I did, and I hoped she could break through it.

Next, a fireball whizzed past my head and crashed into the force field, dissipating into nothing but red energy. The soldiers were out for the count, but the Immortals weren’t.

“Sarah, stall them!” Liz said.

I darted forward and ducked behind a huge statue of an angel. I peeked out and took careful aim at my first target, who was standing next to an equally large statue of a priest. I let out an onslaught of fireballs with expert precision, and the Immortal stumbled to the ground. Another tried to sneak around the water fountain, but I kept him in my sights, threw my hand back, and delivered a fireball that took him out before he knew what hit him. Fragments of stone flew as water exploded. My breath froze in my throat as Ethano walked in my direction, his hands brimming with blue energy. “Hurry!” I yelled. “Ethano’s coming.”

I threw more fireballs, but he shot out streams of water that instantly fizzled them to smoldering nothingness. He stared into my eyes harshly, wearing a smug smirk. He was still a good distance away, but that didn’t make me feel safe in the slightest.

Suddenly, I couldn’t move my limbs; I literally couldn’t lift a finger because Ethano had paralyzed me. Pain exploded in my head as an invisible hand yanked my hair back.

“Submit to me,” he ordered sternly inside my head. “I won’t spare your punishment, but I’ll let your sister live.”

“Go to hell!” I yelled back.

An invisible force yanked my hair even harder. “You will pay for this,” his voice echoed in my mind. “Our deal is off, and now your beloved Liz will be executed before your very eyes.”

Deal? I wasn’t aware we’d made any kind of deal.

“I got it,” Liz yelled. When I didn’t respond, she knew what was happening: My body was under Ethano’s control. She threw me over her shoulders, and we traced a million miles an hour into the woods.

As I bounced on Liz’s shoulder, I swore I was going to puke all over her. “Put me down,” I said. “I’m okay now. Ethano’s power over me is broken.”

She came to an abrupt halt and set me down, then glanced around for the best direction to go. Finally, she pointed to the north. “That way.”

I took a few steps through the vegetation until I slipped and fell sideways, bursting through clusters of large leafed plants and down a rocky hill. Somehow, I needed to slow my descent. Reaching out my hands, I desperately tried to grab a tree, a log, or anything to stop my gravity-induced momentum. Rocks flew up from under me, and branches slapped my face, arms, and legs. I finally stopped rolling when my back and head hit something hard, a jolt that sent a series of shudders through me. I drew in a sharp breath and reached behind me, then ran my fingers along what felt like the bark of a tree. I rubbed my pounding head and blinked, groaning, stars spinning in my vision. I gazed up at the humongous green ferns
looming over me.
Soil was clinging to my clothes, hair, and skin.

Liz held out her hand and helped me up. “Come on, sis. They’re right behind us!”

I sucked in a shuddering breath and nodded. A brilliant flash of lightning lit the sky, followed by a loud clap of thunder. I shielded my eyes as torrents of rain showered down upon us. With my dress glued to my back from the rain and my own perspiration, I sprang into the overgrowth and sped deeper into the forest with Immortal speed, leaping over giant logs and slippery rocks along the way. My frantic mind forced my feet into action, allowing me to ignore the burning sensation in my legs. Darting forward, I jumped over logs and zigzagged through the thinning trees, finally stopping where the soil turned into mud. Red balls of light illuminated the dark night in an eerie crimson hue, making me jump as they whizzed past my head and crashed into the unsuspecting trees. Dirt, twigs, and stones exploded all around me.

“Sarah!” Ethano’s voice echoed through the howling wind and rain.

I shuddered at his voice, adrenaline pumping through my body. I took off as fast as my legs would carry me, past tree limbs that hit my tired muscles and cut into my burning skin like a whip. My body ached from the thrashing, but I was thankful my mind stayed surprisingly clear. My panting was almost as loud as the crashing thunder above my head.

Behind me, shouts rippled through the air. I sprinted through the creeping vines that draped from the trees like braided rope. My breath came in short, shallow rasps as I glanced over my shoulder. Branches snapped, and the ground shivered as Ethano’s men gave chase. I gasped for air, and my lungs burned. It was then that I realized it was time to employ a new strategy.
Maybe we could outsmart them somehow.

I made a left toward a thick cluster of trees, and my feet crashed through the giant ferns that dotted the landscape as wet branches slapped against my body. I had sprinted a few hundred feet when every step suddenly became a battle. My foot tangled in the thicket, and I tried to claw through the tangle of thick, unruly vegetation with my hands, desperately trying to break through. I let out an exasperated sigh. “Let’s try another way.”

Closing her eyes, Liz spun in a slow circle.

“What are you doing?” I asked between breaths. “We have to keep moving.”

“Hold on. I’m feeling for their presence, their energy,” she said. “Maybe I can find us an escape route.”

I gave Liz a moment to do her thing, hoping she’d find a breach or a gap so we could sneak through the perimeter. As I waited impatiently, the cool rain washed over me, and the night’s events flashed in my head. Tears rolled down my face. Ethano’s cruelty had cut me just as harshly as his blade had cut my lover, leaving me dumbfounded, numb, and in shock. All I could feel was plummeting heartache. The rain brought memories of the last time Victor and I had made love, in a rainstorm he’d created. It was a memory I would cherish forever.

Liz gasped a trembling breath, snapping me out of my thoughts.

“What?” I prodded, afraid to hear the answer.

“It’s…Ethano called all his Immortal forces with his mind. I can feel them closing in on us from all sides! We’re practically surrounded.”

I gripped her hand. “In that case, we need to think of Plan B…and fast.”

Thunder cracked, and lightning bolts cast glowing webs across the sky. Rain dripped down my face and chin. Dark clouds stood high on the horizon as I halted to hide behind a monster-sized log that was covered in bright green moss. Giant ferns towered over us.

Gathering my breath, I wiped my palms on my dress. I gazed around the forest and noticed an eight-legged insect busily at work, spinning a web that was almost complete, with all of its sticky, silky, intricate design. Then it hit me. “I’ve got it!” I shouted as the rain poured down and the thunder rumbled. I pushed the wet hair back from my eyes and pointed under a thick tree. “If we can squeeze inside that log—”

“The spider web will hide us,” Liz said. “Perfect!”

I crawled through the thick foliage and undergrowth, gasping for breath. Liz gently lifted up the web and squeezed into the log, and I quickly followed. Once we were inside, I placed a hand over my nose and mouth; the moldy, musty odor of decomposing wood overwhelmed me. I cringed as I wiggled in farther, staring at the spider above me who kept right on spinning its delicate threads. Droplets of water dotted the web here and there, and I hoped the thin tapestry wouldn’t collapse under the weight. We had inadvertently torn some of the web on our entry, but the spider busied itself to fix our damaging and cover the hole with a new thick, white web.

The intricate design amazed me, and symbolism bounced around inside my head. The spider represented Ethano, an ensnaring, controlling force who wanted to trap me in his wicked web. I was an insect entangled in the silk threads, no match against a powerful opponent who wanted nothing more than to devour me. I decided right then and there that the fly was going to teach the spider a lesson.
Nothing would give me greater joy than to squash him under my boot!

Emotions consumed me as I thought about what had happened in that temple. The horrible scene played over and over again, that bejeweled knife piercing my Victor’s heart. A sob escaped from my throat, and Liz placed an arm around me.

A horse neighed, and twigs crunched, startling me.
Soldiers! My heart was beating so loudly that I feared they might hear my exaggerated pulse. I squeezed my eyes shut as Liz and I huddled close together. We didn’t move a muscle or whisper one word as I tried to calm my racing heart.

“There’s nothing over here,” a soldier said.

“I’m gonna kill those women the second I see them for making us trek through all this mud and rain,” another soldier said.

“No,” one said. “Ethano wants them alive.”

“I know he wants the queen alive, but the other one?”

“He wants the princess as a bargaining chip.”

My stomach turned over.
He wants Liz alive so I’ll do whatever he wants, so he’ll have total and complete control over me. That manipulative bastard!
I refused to be part of his sick, twisted fantasies. Ethano had been a thorn in my flesh since the second I’d met him. He’d tried to drag Liz and me off to Immortal Court to have us tried and executed, and then he’d tried to kill me again by poisoning Victor the first time. Then, when I thought he was safely behind bars, he showed up at my castle and tried to sacrifice me in an ancient ritual. When he realized he didn’t need me for the sacrifice, he threatened to rape me and kill my sister. Perhaps worst of all, he’d destroyed my special bond with my husband, then killed him in a ceremony that didn’t even work. I muttered a few curses in my head and swore revenge all over again.

I heard the horses galloping off into the distance and let out a sigh of relief. We stayed inside the log for hours, cramped as it was, terrified to make a move. After a long while, I bit my lip and pondered whether to stay there or make a run for it, back to my castle. I started to crawl from our hiding place, but my sister grabbed my ankle.

“What are you doing?”

“We’ve been in here for hours. I’m going to see if it’s safe.”

Liz pulled me back. “Sarah, wait just a little bit longer, huh?”

“No, Liz. We need to get back so I can send my army after Ethano. They’ll make him pay.” With a sigh, I scampered out. The fresh smell of pine lingered in the air. I brushed the dirt off my clothing with a few quick strokes and glanced around cautiously, looking for any signs of danger. “Looks like the coast is clear,” I said, though my voice was trembling from my overwhelming grief. When my sister crawled out and our eyes met, I froze.

“Sarah, I’m so sorry. I…” Her emotion-filled voice drifted off, and she embraced me tightly.

“I just can’t believe…I can’t accept his death. Is he really gone forever? I saw it with my own eyes. I know he’s dead,” I said, sobbing, “but my heart refuses to accept what I saw.” I collapsed to my knees, and Liz fell with me. “It hurts so much. I-I can’t breathe.”

“Calm down and take a deep breath,” she said, wiping the tears from my eyes.

“I feel like I’m drowning,” I cried out. “Why? Why!?” I shouted. My world was exploding around me. I couldn’t imagine a future without Victor. I loved him like crazy and was sure I couldn’t live without him. “I loved him, Liz! Now that he’s dead, so is a part of me.” I rested my head on Liz’s shoulder as emotions consumed me. “My world crumbled today. I will never…I won’t ever be the same,” I whispered. “How will I go on without him?”

“You will…because he would have wanted you to,” Liz said, patting my knee and pulling me in for another hug.

* * *

When we got back to the castle, I was greeted by my soldiers. I tried to deliver the horrible news, but the horrible words would not go beyond the threshold of my lips, as if they were too awful to fall on human ears.

When Liz explained the entire story, there were horrified looks on their faces that I’d never forget. They loved Victor just as much as I did.

“I’ll go find King Taggert,” I said. “He’ll help me. He loves Victor like a son.”

“No point in that, Highness. He’s missing too,” one of my soldiers said. “My guess is that Ethano’s supporters killed him.”

I sucked in a trembling breath, devastated. King Taggert was one of the sweetest people I had ever met. He was wise and kind, and I couldn’t imagine how anyone could hurt him.

“Maybe Charles can—” Liz began but was quickly cut off when the soldier met her gaze and sadly shook his head.

“I am sorry to tell you this, but he is missing as well. We’ve seen no sign of either of them.”

“Do you think Ethano was involved with his disappearance too?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“We don’t know.”

I wrapped a reassuring arm around Liz. “We’ll find him,” I said, trying to sound positive and reassuring, even though my heart was aching as much as hers was.

“I’ve gotta get back to my castle,” she said.

The soldier shook his head. “It isn’t safe, Highness.”

“Why not?”

“I am sorry to say it has been overrun by Ethano’s men. It’s best you stay with us for now, if that is all right with our queen, of course,” he said, arching a questioning eyebrow at me.

“Of course she can stay,” I said, putting my arm around her.

“But I need to figure out what happened,” Liz said desperately.

“We will,” I said. “I’ll put every soldier on it, and I promise that we’ll get to the bottom of it. If he’s out there, we’ll find him.”

“You can’t expect me to just sit around here and do nothing.” She gripped my hands. “I have to go find my husband. He needs me.”

“It’s not safe out there,” I said. “Trust me, I understand. I want to go out there and avenge my husband’s death as well, but I know it’d be a suicide mission. We need to plan out our revenge first, and then I’ll crush Ethano.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Let’s figure out where Charles might be before you go running into the hand of the enemy.”

“Fine. I’ll go back with you and see if we can gather some intelligence.” Liz spun to face one of the soldiers. “Where are Della and William? Is there any news about them?”

“For the moment, they are also missing, but William, Della, and Charles could’ve all gone into hiding, for all we know.”

I knew there was no reason to be jealous, since she and Victor had broken up hundreds of years ago, but the mere mention of Della’s name had me turning green. I wondered if they’d been killed, needlessly murdered like my Victor. It would be unbearable to lose Charles, and Liz and Della. I couldn’t bear to see my sister go through any more pain.

The soldier broke through my thoughts. “Highness, I do have some bad news to deliver.”

“Go on.”

“The Council has officially pardoned Ethano.”

I let out a breath, my heart thundering in anger behind my ribs. “What!? Why would they even consider such a thing?”

“Ethano has deep connections with the Court. It was only a matter of time before they released him. His arrest was more for public show than anything else.”

The grief and anger were too much to take in at once, and I began to feel dizzy and swayed. Liz caught me, but everything seemed like a blur and began to spin. The next thing I knew, my sister was tucking me into my warm bed—alone.

“I’m going to stay here at your side,” she said.

“Charles is missing. I need to be there for
you.”

“Don’t be silly. Knowing him, he’s probably on some secret, undercover mission to find King Taggert.”

“Maybe Victor’s murder was just some kind of illusion,” I said hopefully. “He did trick you and Mia into thinking Frank was really here and hurt.”

“When you saw the temple all lit up with the priests, that meant he shut off the illusion.” She hugged me tightly. “I’m so sorry.”

My heart couldn’t take the horrible news. It had been the darkest day of my life, and even Liz’s words couldn’t comfort me. At that point, no one but Victor himself could have offered any relief to my aching, dying, dead heart. I begged her to leave and when she did, I wept for the rest of the night.

Seconds stretched into minutes, then hours, then days. I didn’t eat, talk, or bathe. I didn’t care. If Victor was dead, I wanted to be dead too. Mia told me that Ethano’s men had tried to storm Tastia numerous times looking for me; there was a high bounty on my head. Since King Taggert was missing in action and Victor was dead, Ethano took charge of the Immortal Court. With his two biggest competitors out of the picture, he was very powerful—not to mention dangerous.

Immortals from all over the country, Victor’s loyal supporters, came to protect me. I was thankful for that, and the castle was the safest place for me to be, but I knew those walls were not impenetrable. Ethano would eventually come for me, and when he did, it would be the end of one of us.

 

  


Chapter 7

I was lost in loneliness and grief as I lay in bed and sobbed loudly, mourning my husband. I relived every single memory I could conjure up, from the good to the bad. I could only feel the cruelest darkness and sadness inside my soul. My heart was dead. The thick, heavy curtains were drawn to block out any light, and the world around me was nothing but a silent darkness—a cruel place I no longer wanted any part of since I could not share my moments with Victor. I wasn’t as strong as I thought I was. I cried from dusk to dawn, day in and day out. I hadn’t eaten or slept in ages.
Am I losing my grip on sanity?
I wondered. I could see Victor’s smiling face and feel his warm embrace.
Why is grief so painful?

The door creaked, and I peeked out from under the covers.

“It’s just me,” my mother said softly, handing me a silk handkerchief to catch some of my never-ending tears. “It’s okay to cry, darling.”

“I feel so alone, Mom,” I said, knowing no one could ever feel the depth of pain that was ripping me to shreds.

“You’re not alone in your pain and grief. I’m here for you, baby.”

“I’m sorry I threw Dad and Liz out,” I said with a sniffle. “I just—”

“Your father understands, dear, but Liz is heartbroken that you won’t let her in.”

“Grief is personal. She can’t begin to comprehend what I’m feeling.”

“Grief is individual, sweetheart, just like snowflakes and fingerprints. Nevertheless, that doesn’t mean you have to go through it entirely alone.”

“Sure, Liz is upset over Victor’s loss, but she has absolutely no idea what it’s like to be
broken. She still has her happy, fairytale life.” I wiped my eyes and sobbed. My mom touched my back and didn’t say anything, so I continued. “Liz says I should get up and go to the funeral, since that’s what a respectful queen should do.”

My mom sat on the bed and cupped my cheek. “And you don’t plan on going?”

“I don’t want to. We don’t even have his body…his ashes.” I tried to maintain my composure, but the emotion just burst through. “My heart hurts so bad. The pain is excruciating. My heart and my soul are screaming, Mother. I want to die. I had everything I’d ever wanted, and then fate walked in and stole it from me. Why didn’t Ethano kill me too?”

“Sarah! Don’t ever say that,” my mom admonished, her eyes welling with tears.

“I keep
looking back at the time leading up to his death and searching for clues that might have indicated what was to come, wondering if there was a way I could have stopped him before he—”

“Don’t do that to yourself, honey.” She pushed a stray strand of hair from my face. “There was no way you could have predicted this. None of us could.”

“I didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye. He was snatched away without any warning. I
wish I could have just one more brief moment with him, just long enough to tell him he was my eternal love, my soulmate…and that I will never forget him.”

My mom stroked my back. “He knew that, Sarah. Anyone could see how much you loved him.”

“I want to hear his voice one more time, Mom—just once more!” I gripped my mom’s hand. “Please, Mom! Please help me!” She squeezed my hand, and I continued, “It feels like I’m living in a dream, a fog, a nightmare.
You have no idea how deep the pain still cuts, like a knife in my soul.
Please explain to me why he had to leave me? Why!?” I sobbed, wondering how I would ever get over it and go on with my life.

“None of us have the answers. When I thought I’d lost Liz all those years ago, my heart was ripped in two. Then, when I thought I’d lost you too…” Her voice trailed off, and she began to weep. “Even your father couldn’t console me. I understand the pain you’re feeling. I’ve been there, and I’m here for you. I don’t want to sound cliché, honey, but we’ll just have to take it one day at a time.”

“I can’t, Mom! I don’t even want to talk.”

“But, baby, grieving people
need
to talk. Don’t keep it all bottled up. Just remember, I’ve been where you are. Nobody understands your grief and mourning and loss more than I do. Even though I got you back in the end, at one point, I was the grieving mother who’d lost her two daughters.” She gently touched my back. “I’m here for you. You can talk to me and pour your heart out to me. I will listen for as long as it takes.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I whispered. “The emptiness is overwhelming. Losing your soulmate is something I wouldn’t wish on anyone. Time will never heal the pain. Every time I think about what happened, it’s like reliving the worst day of my life over and over again. I know I said this before, but I’m living in a fog, so thick I can’t seem to get out of it.
I try to take a few steps ahead so I can be the strong person everyone expects me to be, but then the grief and loss drags me right back to that open, bleeding wound, the minute my life was forever changed. Victor’s gone, but he’ll never be forgotten in my heart.”

My mom softly squeezed my hand.
“There’s no easy way around grief. I wish I could tell you it’s going to be easy. I wish I could take my little girl’s pain away. Unfortunately, I can’t do either of those things. The first few months are going to be very difficult, but you must go through it and not around it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean, Mom?”

“Helen Keller once said, ‘The only way to get to the other side is to go through the door.’”

“Hmm. I think I get it,” I said. “I have to grieve if I’m ever going to find the courage to move on. I have to find hope and stay strong.” I hugged my mom, pondering her wise words.

“Nobody gets over death,” my mom said. “Instead of telling yourself everything’s going to be okay, tell yourself that you’re going to survive.”

* * *

I got dressed and went to the mass that was held in Victor’s honor. I felt like I’d never get over him and would live with that horrific, tragic loss every
day
for the
rest of my life. I managed to speak a few words at the funeral, but everything was a blur; what I did say felt robotic and ridiculous.

After weeks of mourning, I finally came out to face the world.

The whole place had turned upside down, and entire countries had foolishly made allegiances with Ethano and his Immortal Court. I knew it would only be a matter of time before Ethano and his new cohorts stormed the castle and came for me; besides the fact that he had a personal vendetta to settle, Tastia was one of the last remaining countries that had refused to give in to him. My soldiers gallantly fought him every day, but I knew they couldn’t hold him off forever, as his forces were growing by the hour. He even had the audacity to promise to spare everyone in our kingdom if they would willingly deliver me over to him. I feared people might turn on me when he promised ridiculous, high sums of gold for my capture.

In the middle of the night, I tiptoed into the library. With a wave of my hand, I watched yellow balls of light emerge, then shoot off into flames, lighting every candle in the room. I smiled, remembering that Victor had taught me that little trick. I was only in the library because I needed more information, and I lived in a Googleless world.
Perhaps Victor’s library holds the answers to some of my questions,
I reasoned.
If I could find a copy of the book Ethano had at that ceremony, maybe I can figure out what had him so excited—so excited that he decided to spare my life. What did he think he needed me for in the first place?

I spent the entire night going through the library, and while I found many ancient books that were quite intriguing, I couldn’t find anything of value for my situation. I looked down at the ruby ring on my finger and watched it sparkle in the torchlight. Again I wondered how I’d ever go on without Victor. Even my ring looked lonely for his.

I walked over to the wall, where there was huge painting hanging on the wall. It had always been Victor’s favorite, a picture of me, standing in the garden, painted by his very own skillful hand. As I stared at it, the memories came crashing back…

“Stay still,” Victor said, dipping his brush into the paint. “I’m almost done.”

It was late evening, and birds chirped and sang in perfect harmony. A soft breeze blew over me, and I could hear the leaves swaying in the wind as I sat on the steps. They were covered in green ivy and white flowers, the perfect complement to my white dress, and I hadn’t bothered to put on any shoes, as I wanted to feel the grass beneath my feet.

“I didn’t realize you were such an artist,” I complimented. “You never cease to amaze me.”

He stopped painting. “This is going to be a—”

“A masterpiece?” I interrupted, batting my eyelashes at him.

The wind whipped his shaggy hair across his brow. “Not that I wish to brag, but I do believe I’ve perfectly captured your spirit, your essence on my canvas.”

I stood to try and look at it.

“No peeking, Sarah!” He chuckled.

I playfully frowned. “Bummer. You know patience isn’t one of my strong suits.”

His palette knife glinted in the sun. “I just want it to be a surprise for you.”

All concentration drained from his mind and into that oil painting. I could literally feel him concentrating all his energies into one focus. I loved how his eyes narrowed, his brows lifted, and his mouth pursed. I couldn’t help but smile at the serious look on his face as he tried to make sure every detail was perfect.

“Does it look like me?” I was dying to know.

“Well, my dear, nothing could be quite as beautiful as the real thing in your case, but I did manage to bring out the light in your beautiful brown eyes, and the sunlight highlights every gorgeous strand of hair.”

“Aren’t you the sweetest? How much longer are you going to make me wait?” I asked.

“I just finished the final touches.”

“Ooh! Show me!” I squealed with excitement.

He stepped back to look at his work, then down at his trusty brush that was resting next to his colorful palette. “You may look at it now,” he finally said. He grinned as I met his gaze, smiling.

I walked over and gazed at the portrait, admiring every single detail he’d so efficiently captured. Tears welled up in my eyes. “It’s lovely…and perfect—just perfect. You’re such a gifted artist. Thank you, Victor.”

“An artist is only as good as his muse, my love, and you are my inspiration.” He wrapped his arms around me and lowered his mouth on mine, offering me a smoldering kiss.

“Let’s go for a walk while the painting dries,” I said looping my arm in his.

“Would you like to watch the sunset with me?”

“I’d love that.”

We walked down the cobblestone path to our favorite spot, a glorious green hill overlooking valleys and a river.

Victor wrapped his arms around me as we watched the colors fade across the sky.“I’ve seen this a million times, yet I never tire of it,” he said. “I feel the same way about you.”

I blushed, as he was always such a charmer. “It’s beautiful, and having you here with me just makes it all the better. I’ve never been this happy, Victor. It’s like living in a dream.”

“If somebody had told me ages ago that I’d be happy and in love once again, I would never have believed them.”

“Love’s funny,” I said with a knowing laugh. “It strikes when you least expect it.”

“I couldn’t agree more.”

“I still can’t believe we beat Ethano. He tried to kill us, but we survived.”

“Love can conquer all,” he said.

Then, just as suddenly as the beautiful nostalgia had transported me, I was jolted back to the present, staring at my wedding ring, Victor’s perfect token of affection. I knew I’d never forget that kiss in the garden. I could still taste him, feel his touch, and smell his manly scent. I couldn’t help but wonder why fate had chosen to deliver me such a cruel blow. I’d met the man of my dreams and had the most perfect year, only to have him snatched out of my life forever.

And what about this world? Do I really want to be stuck here without Victor? The dream doesn’t feel like a dream anymore.
As much as I cherished the memories, they were horrendously painful. My mom and dad wanted to go back home, to the world I used to live in, and I couldn’t blame them, but Liz had no intention of leaving. I wasn’t sure what to do, and it was exhausting and daunting just to think about it. All I really wanted was to hold Victor in my arms again. I just wanted my life back, the one I’d shared with the man of my dreams—my own personal fairytale.

Disgruntled, I left the library and walked back to the main part of the castle. As I was walking back to my room, I saw candlelight flickering under the door of one of the great rooms used for entertaining. I opened the door and was shocked to find my sister awake.

“Sarah,” she whispered.

“Hi, Liz.”

“I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been pacing around the castle.”

“Liz, I’m so sorry I’ve been so distant, shutting you and everyone else out,” I apologized. “It’s just…well, the pain has been so overwhelming.”

“I can’t begin to imagine.”

“I’m still fighting through all these feelings, from sadness to anger.”

“You have the right to be angry at Ethano. Hell, I’m furious!” she wailed, her voice echoing through the huge room.

“That’s the Liz I’ve always known and loved!”

“If it helps any, I feel the same—sad and angry—and my emotions are flying all over the place. I don’t know how to help you through this, and I’m so, so sorry it happened.”

I wrapped my arms around her in a hug. “You gave me the space I needed to be alone with my thoughts, and I…well, enough about me. How are you doing, besides all the pacing? Any news about Charles?”

“No, but I’m sure he’s in hiding or looking for King Taggert. If I had my bond, I’d know, but Ethano stole that from me.”

“I’m sorry, sis.”

“It’s okay. Mom and Dad have been there for me. I don’t know what I’d do without them.”

“I know. They’ve been my rock as well—especially Mom.” I glanced up at another portrait Victor had painted of me; he’d only painted two, and I treasured them both.

“Stunning,” Liz said. “The artist captured you beautifully.”

I smiled as a tear rolled down my face. “Yes. He did everything beautifully.”

Liz hugged me as emotions overwhelmed me. She didn’t know what to say, so she silently comforted me the best way she knew how.

“I loved him, Liz. I loved him so much.”

“I know,” she whispered in my ear. “I knew that even when you were running from him and wouldn’t admit it to yourself.”

“How am I going to ever live without him?”

She wiped a tear from my eye. “Just like Mom says, one day at a time.”

“No matter what anyone says, he was a good man.”

“I know. I saw him turn his life around for you, and he’s done so many wonderful things over the last year. You truly touched his life.”

“You’re so sweet. I’m sorry you have to put up with me. I’m a nutcase, caught on some emotional rollercoaster. One minute I’m fine, then I’m numb, and then I’m in tears. You know I never get weepy like this, right?”

She laughed. “Heh, it’s okay to cry. Just let it out.” She patted me softly on the back, and I knew she meant every word.

Tears streamed down my face. “There’s just this huge void in my life. I feel lost and alone, and I do nothing but cry and wander around aimlessly from room to room in this lonely castle. I can still hear his voice in my head, feel his touch. I can’t stop loving him. I simply haven’t the strength. I went through all of his clothes, and I can still smell him. It’s as if he’s right there in the room and nothing has changed…but it has—and for the worst.”

Footsteps echoed outside the door, and our mother walked in. She rushed over, and we all embraced each other tightly.

I held my mom and sister and asked, “Am I ever gonna get through this?”

“In time,” my mom said. “In time, honey.”

I threw my arms around my mom. “I loved him, Mom.”

She wiped a tear off my cheek. “I know, baby.”

“He was murdered right in front of me. I watched the love of my life die, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it.” I squeezed her hand. “Do you know how that feels?”

“How, honey?”

“Remember back in California when we were at the beach and I got sucked under by that huge wave?”

She nodded. “Mm-hmm.”

“Well, it’s like that. The force of the wave pushed me down, spinning me around in total darkness, like I was helplessly caught in some washing machine rinse cycle. I was tossed, turned, and rolled beneath the surface of the water, and I couldn’t figure out which way was up. It’s like I’m stuck underwater, and I can’t breathe.”

My mom rubbed my back and held me, then finally broke the pained silence. “Honey, you’ve got to come back with us. I can’t leave you here like this.”

“We have to get you out of the country,” Liz said. “Ethano’s closer than ever to breaking through.”

“Why is this Ethano so bent on capturing you?” my mom asked.

I had never filled my mom in on all the details, not wanting to worry her. “Because he’s sick, Mom,” I said. “He wants revenge.”

“But he’s already got the title and power he wanted. Why doesn’t he just let it go?”

“He’s a madman,” Liz said. “There’s no making sense of a psycho.”

“I don’t want to run from him,” I said. “I need to face him.”

“You stand no chance against a man like that,” Liz said. “He’ll only drag you back to his lair.”

“Honey,” my mom said, “even one of the men from the Council thinks it best that we all leave through the portal.”

“Mom, I can’t,” Liz said. “Charles is out there, and I have to find him.”

I gripped my mom’s hand. “You and Dad go on back. It’s not safe here. If Ethano captures you, he might kill you in the blink of an eye, just to hurt me.” I took a moment to regain my composure, then continued. “I have the ring, so I can come back and visit you anytime. I still have the necklace that will get me past the guardians.”

My mother’s gaze shifted between me and Liz, and she shook her head. “No. That simply will not do. Both of you need to come home, or I’ll be worried sick. I thought I lost you once, and I can’t bear to wonder if I’ve lost you again.”

“Mom,” Liz said gently, “we can’t leave just yet, if at all.”

“Mom, my life is here,” I said.

“What life? Victor has passed away, and there’s no reason for you to stay. Come back home, to the real world.”

I blinked, shocked that she just expected me to give it all up. “There are plenty of reasons for me to stay, Mom. My people need me.”

“How are you going to help them if Ethano captures you? He’s closer than ever to breaking through the castle walls. We need to leave immediately.”

“I know, and that’s why I’m going to arrange that you and Dad are taken to the portal first thing in the morning,” I said.

My mother sighed heavily. “I suppose I can go, as long as I know you’re safe. Promise me you do not plan to stay in this death trap of a castle.”

“I won’t,” I assured her. “My soldiers are going to hide me out somewhere while we gather troops to fight and take back what is ours.” The plan was still being discussed, but I knew I needed to leave soon.

It was difficult for my mother to accept that I wasn’t coming with her, but I could not desert my kingdom, Victor’s legacy. All of my emotions came running out of me, and I hugged my family tightly until the wee hours of the morning. They were my rock, my support, and I loved them, even when we had a difference of opinion.

 

  


Chapter 8

I was sad to see them go, but I knew it was the right thing to do to convince my parents to go back through the portal. Ethano would never be able to touch them. They were safe, and I could breathe a sigh of relief. I considered that it might have been better for me to go with them, but I just couldn’t bear to leave. I loved Tastia and its people dearly. Besides that, part of me was bent on revenge. I focused my attention on becoming stronger, eager for the day when I could make Ethano pay.

Weeks passed, and I continued to mourn for Victor. Every breath and movement took effort. Some days, the pain was so overwhelming that I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t function, and couldn’t control the tears. No one understood what I was going through, but everyone tried to be of some comfort on the rough days, and I appreciated that. On other days, I felt like I could manage. I hardly ate and woke up in a sweat, left over from my nightmares. I knew I’d never get over the loss of my husband, and I’d learned the hard lesson that in the blink of an eye, one’s whole world can change. My life was perfect one minute, and in the next, it was shattered.
How will I ever move forward?
I wondered. My heart was torn. Sometimes the grief was so paralyzing that I had to remind myself to breathe. I knew there was no roadmap to get me through the throes of grief, but I hated that it hurt so damn much—and for so damn long.

I touched one of Victor’s shirts and could still smell his scent. “I love you, Victor…and I miss you,” I whispered. “Not a minute goes by when I don’t think about you.”

I missed Victor’s beautiful face. Everyone told me it would get easier in time, but it hadn’t—not after all those weeks. I knew I’d never feel Victor’s touch, see his beaming smile, or hear his laugh again. I missed the way he said my name, and it pained me that I wouldn’t feel his hand in mine. I’d never be able to look into his beautiful blue eyes again. There would be no more romantic dinners under the stars, slow dances, or birthday celebrations. Ethano had taken him from me, leaving me with a giant, gaping hole in my heart.
How could fate give me the love of my life, only to yank him away from me? Life can be so cruel.

* * *

I was sitting at a big, round, stone table, surrounded by members of the Council. The high-pointed arch windows let in lots of light, so there was no need for torches. In an effort to look halfway presentable, I’d tossed my hair into a bun and dressed myself in a long, velvet dress. It was hard to put much thought into my appearance when I felt like every day was a slow death. My heart was nothing more than stone. There were so many matters that needed my attention, and I resented the fact that Victor was gone while life went on as usual for everyone else. His subjects loved him and mourned him, but life had to go on. Our city was close to being overthrown by Ethano. That was only one problem; a million more had sprouted up all around us.

As we plotted to send out more soldiers, a man burst through the doors. “I have the most distressing news!” the tall man declared.

“What is it, Lyhi?” I asked.

“Ethano has taken over Plyth and Myrr!”

My jaw dropped as the room erupted in gasps and mutters. “Two more countries? He’s growing stronger by the minute.”

“We have to stop him,” one of the Council members shouted. “He wants nothing more than to take over Tastia.”

“He’s coming back for you, my Queen,” Lyhi said.

I shuddered at the thought. “He needs me for something beyond revenge, though I have no idea what.”

“We must put you in hiding,” Lyhi said, concern written all over his face. “We will not have our beloved queen taken from us.”

The others nodded their heads in agreement and starting whispering ideas to one another.

I was impressed by their concern and loyalty, and I adored them, but I wasn’t a coward. I made eye contact with them. “I will not run and hide. I must fight.”

“But your life is at stake,” one of them retorted.

I stood, as if to make a bold statement. “Yes, but I will have no kind of life if Ethano gets away with what he’s done. I will hunt him down and cut off his head for killing Victor.”

The Council members cheered me on for my bravery in demanding Ethano’s blood.

“We will put a stop to Ethano’s reign of terror,” I said. “We need to find his weakness and devise a plan.”

“Victor’s brother should be here in a few days,” one of the men said. “He’s agreed to take Victor’s place. Perhaps we can reason with Ethano, convince him to leave our land alone.”

“And why would Victor’s brother make a difference?” I asked.

“He is on peaceful terms with Ethano.”

“Then who’s to say he wouldn’t hand me over to the lunatic?” I said. I’d never met Victor’s brother, but trust was not something I gave so easily in a land where revenge and betrayal were running rampant.

“Ethano has also accused
you
of Victor’s murder,” Saul said.

My heart lurched.
How could anyone ever accuse me of that?
“What?”

“He and his men said
you
lured Victor there with romantic intentions, then poisoned him. He claims that when he walked in the temple, Victor was already dead. Some of us have been wondering what you did with his body.”

I gasped as murmurs and shocked whispers broke out across the room. “How could you even say that? And why would you believe our enemy? I loved Victor more than anything in this world or mine!”

I could not fathom that some members of the Council were actually turning on me, believing Ethano’s ridiculous lies. The Royal Council was free to say whatever they wanted at meetings, with no fear of punishment or reprimand, but their accusations nearly shattered me.

Lyhi stood up in my defense. “That is nothing but nonsense!” He motioned to one of the soldiers. “Get this traitor out of my presence.”

“No, wait. He’s allowed to state his opinion,” I said.

“Not when it borders on treachery!” Lyhi said. “Ethano is trying to divide us. It’s the oldest trick in the book.”

“Throw me out of here if you wish,” Saul said, “but that won’t stop the rumors from circulating. No one witnessed this supposed ceremony except the queen and her sister. Think long and hard about that. The whole thing sounds ludicrous! Why would Ethano want to be a shape-shifter?”

“I didn’t say that he wanted to become one. I said he wanted shape-shifter abilities. It would be a whole new kind of power and deception that he could wield. You all know how power-hungry and insane he is!”

Lyhi pointed to the door. “Get him out now!”

The soldiers escorted Saul out as I tried to calm my racing heart.

“My Queen, would you like a glass of water and a short break?” Lyhi said.

I let out a long sigh. “No, let’s continue. I only hope none of you believe those lies. We have other items to discuss, and we should go on with the meeting now.”

I didn’t think things could possibly get worse. As if Victor’s loss hadn’t already ripped my heart in two, now I was being accused of killing him. Just as horrible, Ethano’s plans to take over the world were coming to fruition. I did not know how we could possibly fight someone who was becoming so powerful so quickly, his armies growing in number every day. He was coming for me, and I didn’t even know why. Ironically enough, the time when Victor was gone was the time when I needed him most; I had no idea what to do or what commands to give. I had no choice but to let the military handle the battle plans and our defense. They would fight to the end, and so would I. I absolutely refused to give up.

Lyhi met my gaze. “I may also have some good news, milady,” he said.

“What could possibly be good news in all this mess?” I asked.

“One of Ethano’s men has a loose tongue. He mentioned that Victor is alive and is being held captive.”

I froze, except for my heart, which thundered at the thought. I’d been desperately searching for any glimmer of hope, and Lyhi’s words had given me that. Suddenly, all sorts of questions flooded my mind. “What?” I asked. “But…how? I mean, I saw—”

“Pay no mind to those rumors, my Queen. You shouldn’t grasp for false hope. It’s only a trick,” one of the members said.

“Yes, I fear Ethano is behind this loose-lipped accident. He’s playing with your emotions,” another said. “He’ll do anything to get you to come out of the castle.”

“I don’t care. In case it’s true, I want to talk to this soldier,” I demanded.

Lyhi’s shifted his stance, as if he was afraid to deliver more bad news. “We tried to bring him, but we were attacked, and he was killed.”

“Oh. Do you think they killed him on purpose so we couldn’t question him?” I asked.

“Either that, or Ethano staged the entire thing. He doesn’t care who dies in the wake of his mind games.”

I didn’t know what to make of it. I started to feel faint as a wave of dizziness rushed over me. Somebody handed me a glass of water. I took a sip, excused myself, and rushed out of the room, overwhelmed all over again.

Music floated through the air as I walked through the double-doors to an enclosed courtyard, trying to make sense of everything. I refused to allow Ethano to trick me ever again. I wasn’t sure what kind of sick game he was playing, but I had to know if there was any truth to the soldier’s claims.

I stared at the arches and columns that were wrapped in green ivy with tiny white flowers. The sun shone brightly as fair maidens stroked their harps and played their dainty flutes on the terrace. I was surrounded by blooming flowers and birds, singing happy tunes as they fluttered about. It was so peaceful there, and it brought back wonderful memories. Victor and I often ate lunch in that very spot, then talked for hours. My gaze lingered on the place where we’d often sat, under the shade of an oak.

Liz approached and placed a hand on my back. “I heard the news.”

“That I killed Victor or that Victor might be captive somewhere?”

“Both.”

I clutched my heart. “How can anyone even think I’d plot Victor’s death? I don’t care about being the sole ruler of this kingdom. I only stayed in Tastia to be with Victor because I loved him.”

“People love rumors, sis. There will always be gossipers among the crowd, and people love a juicy story. Think of this as the medieval version of one of those gossip magazines.”

“You’re right. I know the truth, and you were there too. I’m not even going to give their rumors another thought. We know what really happened.” My eyes suddenly welled up with tears. “Do you think there’s any truth to that soldier’s claims? Do you think Victor is alive?”

“Don’t let Ethano pull you into one of his sick fantasies. He’s trying to torment you. As you said, we know what really happened, horrible as it was. We both watched Victor die before our very eyes.” She let out a long breath. “I’m going to make that jerk pay.”

“Not if I beat you to it,” I said.

“We cannot let an evil, wicked tyrant like that gain full control of this world,” Liz said.

“I know.” I gripped my sister’s hand. “Thanks for staying here with me. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

She embraced me, and I hugged her tightly.

“I still can’t get the thought out of my mind,” I said. “What if he’s alive?”

“Oh, Sarah. Don’t let him do this to you.”

“You just don’t understand, do you? My world is painful, my heart torn in two. Grief can be a very lonely place. I can’t help grasping at hope, even if it is like grasping at straws.”

“So what are you thinking?”

“I’m going to do some detective work,” I said. “I need to find out more.”

She cocked a brow. “But the soldier’s dead.”

“So we’ll try another angle.”

“Like what?” she asked.

“Let’s start with that enchanted book Ethano had. I want to see what he needed for that spell to work. Maybe that will explain what happened to Victor. I’d have an advantage over Ethano if I knew what he needed me for.”

“It’s called
Sham’s Book of the Dead,” Liz said.

“How do you know?” I asked, but before she could answer, I waved my hand at her and was on my way. “Never mind. I’ll find it,” I said before I rushed down the corridor, making my way to Victor’s bigger library.

It wasn’t like the library I was used to in California, where shelf after shelf dominated the entire plain room. This was a giant room that was anything but plain. Old, leather-bound books and rolled-up manuscripts sat on richly decorated, gold shelves that were built into the walls. There were books on everything from medicine and literature to history and philosophy. Jacaranda-like tables were set up in the middle of the room for reading or studying. My gaze shot up to the frescoed paintings on the ceiling; the amazing detail and colors always took my breath away. Then again, the decorative features sculpted in gold and wood adorning the room were pretty breathtaking too.

“Wow,” Liz said. “This place is gorgeous. It’s like stepping into an intellectual treasury. Look at all these books!”

“It’s spectacular, isn’t it? It sure beats an e-book.”

“What’s an e-book?” Liz said.

“It’s…oh never mind. It’s way too hard to explain. Sometimes I forget how long you’ve been gone from the twenty-first century.”

“Just tell me later. We need to split up and start looking.”

I nodded.

My eyes began to blur after a while. Some of the books were written in languages I couldn’t possibly read. There was one scroll in particular that I wished I couldn’t read: a love letter, written by Victor, pouring his heart out to Della. “I don’t believe it,” I said.

Liz glanced up from the scroll she was reading. “What?”

“Look.”

She read a few lines, then shrugged. “That’s ancient history, Sarah.”

“I know, but I can’t help being a little curious.” I touched the fancy lettering, admiring the elegance and boldness of the gothic calligraphy. The
details on the edges and corners of each letter and stroke made it unique, smooth, and beautiful.
Victor had the most amazing handwriting, but he was quite the artist, so I wouldn’t have expected anything less. I envied that love letter; if I’d have had one of my own, I would have cherished it forever.

My sister’s voice broke through my thoughts. “Just remember that Della was his past, and you were his future. He wanted to spend the next thousand lifetimes with
you, not her.”

“I wish we could have,” I whispered. “It was the only thing I loved about being Immortal.” I stared at the black ink on the yellow paper, then skimmed it. Victor’s touching words moved me, and I felt a pang of jealousy as I felt the love and passion he had for her.

“What does it say?” Liz asked.

“That he loved her more than the stars, the moon, and time itself. For some reason, that woman shakes my confidence.”

“Sarah, Victor loved you, not her,” Liz reminded me sternly.

“I wonder how Della took his death,” I said. “I’m sure she’s heard about it, wherever she’s hiding. It’s big news.”

“I’m sure she’s devastated and…” Liz pointed down at a big, black book. “This is it! I recognize the symbols on the cover.”

I rushed over and anxiously began thumbing through the countless pages. After an hour of hunting, one of the illustrations caught my eye: a picture of a queen with a crown, holding hands with a tiara-topped princess. In the middle of the two was a sliver goblet, just like the one Ethano had used. “I think this is what we’ve been looking for.”

“It’s a shape-shifter spell,” Liz said, studying the pages. “Do you know what this means?” She paused, then continued before I could answer. “He killed Victor because he wanted shape-shifter abilities to add to the long list of powers he already possesses.”

My eyes widened as she read the words.

“He needed two Immortals who were related, connected by blood, and they had to come to the temple on their own free will. One had to be a queen, and one had to be a princess.”

I blinked. “We’re sisters, so there you go.”

She nodded, then continued, “A shape-shifter was needed as well. The shape-shifter would be sacrificed first, and two beams of light would sprout from the life force.”

“I remember that,” I said grimly, unable to forget the blinding moment.

“The queen would be sacrificed next, followed by the princess,” she said. “The light would then bathe Ethano, giving him shape-shifter abilities from the sacrifice on the table.”

My mind swarmed with confusion, and my heart palpitated in my head with a determined hope.
A shape-shifter? Maybe that wasn’t even Victor on the table! Maybe Ethano only commanded the shape-shifter to look like him to torment me!
The thought that my beloved might be alive sent a tear flowing down my cheek. There was no guarantee that I’d find him alive, but I couldn’t give up hope. Victor was my light in that dark world, and I hoped he was still flickering somewhere.

Liz tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Ethano wanted you to think that shape-shifter was Victor, but why? I mean, I know he’s a cruel jerk, but that seems a bit nasty, even for him.”

I pointed down at the book. “Look! It says here that anger fuels the spell.”

Anxiously reading, she said, “The queen…” She pointed at me. “…you had to be upset and angry when the beam sucked up your life force. He broke the connections between us. Both of us walked into the temple on our own accord and weren’t forced. He had his two blood-related Immortals, a queen and a princess, and he had his shape-shifter. He also had you mad as hell so anger could fuel the spell. Seems to me all the pieces are in place, so what went wrong?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m glad. If the spell had worked, we’d both be dead.” More thoughts crossed my mind. “Wait. Ethano’s priests said I was still connected somehow, presumably to Victor. He must be alive somewhere! But I don’t feel connected.”

She blinked. “He seemed positive he had turned off your connection, and you said that he’d broken it when he’d attacked you before.”

“I’m sure he did,” I insisted.

Liz put a hand on my back to comfort me, and I sucked in a trembling breath.

“I’m going to find Ethano!” I shouted, adrenaline surging through me. “I need answers.”

“No,” Liz said. “The shape-shifting spell didn’t work, and he wasn’t fazed in the slightest. He’s dangerous, Sarah, and he knows something we don’t.”

“You’re right. He has a hot temper, and he’d planned everything out to a T. Why wasn’t he more angry?”

“Because he found something when he was looking through the second book. Now he has bigger plans, and we both know they somehow include you.”

“So if the shape-shifting spell didn’t work because an attached life force still exists, that must mean I’m still connected to Victor, even if I can’t feel it. Maybe there’s a short or something. Maybe Ethano forgot to clip one of the wires.”

Liz let out a breath. “I don’t know how he screwed up, but it’s likely that he’ll try to make good on his mistake and try to finish the job.”

My head throbbed. “Gosh, it’s hard trying to put all the pieces together.”

“If Ethano used a shape-shifter for the sacrifice, why didn’t we see green blood?” Liz asked.

I shook my head. “He could’ve tricked us with all that smoke and magic. He’s very powerful, and he can control what people see, using illusions. He needed me to see Victor being sacrificed so I’d be angry, so the spell would work. How cruel is that?”

“Where’s Victor then?” Liz asked.

“I don’t know, but he’s alive somewhere!” My heart jumped at the thought of him being alive. I hugged Liz as tight as I could, hope and excitement washing over me.

“Sis,” she squealed, “you’re squeezing me to death.”

“Victor’s alive!” I shouted. “I’m sure of it. I can feel it.”

“You said Ethano was flipping through another book. We need to find that book. If we do, we’ll figure out what he wants with you.”

“It was a black book with a giant gold snake on it,” I said.

“That sounds like the
Book of Maldara. Let’s look for it.”

Suddenly, dark spots flooded my vision, and a wave of dizziness ensued. Liz’s concerned voice echoed in the room as I stumbled, grabbing the table and sucking in a deep breath. Lightning-like flashes blinked in my vision.

“I’m going to get the doctor!” Liz screamed.

I gripped her wrist. “Please don’t. Just give me a minute.”

Liz held my hand and rubbed my back, giving me words of encouragement. I couldn’t have asked for a better sister. After a few minutes, the flashes of light started to fade, but the headache didn’t ease up.

“You need to see the doctor, Sarah,” my sister said in the most concerned voice I’d ever heard her use.

“No, I’m feeling better,” I whispered. “Besides, there’s nothing they can do. All the Immortal doctors have already told me I just have to let the power break through on its own, like a tooth emerging through the gums.”

“Sarah, this isn’t right. Something’s seriously wrong, and I’m not going to stand by and watch you die before my eyes.”

“I’m Immortal. Maybe you can find a dictionary and look that up,” I joked.

“We can still die, if there’s unstable energy or we get poisoned by the Guardians’ deadly saliva or we get our heads chopped off!”

“Well, none of that has happened yet.”

She let out a long breath. “I’m going to talk to some people and see what I can do. I’m worried, and you shouldn’t take this lightly. This has happened before, and…”

Her voice trailed off, but I knew what she was getting at. The recorded cases documented stated that the person had a 50/50 chance of dying within a year. The power eventually came in completely, but death ensued.

“I know,” I said, “but I don’t wanna talk about this. We need to find that book.”

She nodded, and we spent the next several hours hunting for the book we needed.

* * *

Liz slid a book back into the shelf. “It’s not here,” she said, frustrated.

“Let’s concentrate on finding Victor,” I said. “He’ll know what Ethano wants me for, since everyone else can only guess and speculate.”

She shrugged. “I guess, but where do we start? It’s like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

“I know. They could have him stashed away anywhere,” I said, “and you know Ethano would have hidden him away in a place where he thinks we’ll never find him.”

“I’ve got a better idea,” she said, her voice echoing in the huge library.

“What?” I asked.

“An old lady named Helena lives just outside the city, in a cottage on the south side of the cliffs. It’s said that she can see the future. I personally know people who claim they received great knowledge from her.”

I clenched my hands, wondering if there was any truth to it. “Are you suggesting we see a fortune-teller?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.” She blew out a breath. “I want to ask her about Charles too.”

I bit my lip, pondering. “It’s risky to leave the castle at night. Maybe some of the soldiers could bring her in.”

“You do that, and she won’t tell you anything. Apparently, she’s quite stubborn and likes to keep to herself. She never leaves home.”

“All right. In that case, maybe we better take her some gifts…uh, some food, silk blankets, gold—especially if we’re paying her such a late-night visit.”

“You don’t wanna wait till morning?” Liz asked. “It’d be far safer.”

I shook my head. “No. I won’t be able to sleep.”

She smiled. “Me neither. Charles is all I can think about, and I can’t wait another second to find out where he is. Let’s go.”

“I’ll gather some troops,” I said. “I can’t have Ethano breaking my connection entirely.”

Liz grabbed my arm. “No, don’t bring any soldiers. They’ll only spook her. I know it’s risky, but if we want answers, we have to go alone.”

I nodded. “Okay. I know a few ways we can get there while staying off the radar.”

“In that case, let’s go!”

 

  


Chapter 9

The moon shone brightly as we traveled on a dusty path up the cliffs where Liz said the woman lived. We’d packed bags with precious things that I hoped she’d delight in; I hoped she’d help us in return. Traveling at night was indeed risky business, but we had to find our men. My heart beat faster in anticipation of possibly seeing Victor again. I only hoped it wasn’t a trap set by Ethano to get me out of the castle.

“I don’t know if this is a chance you should be taking,” I said, pulling the reins to the left as the path twisted in the darkness, casting eerie shadows along the trees.

“Why not?” Liz asked.

“If something happens to you, I’d never be able to live with myself.”

She laughed. “Nothing’s gonna happen to me. I’ve survived this long, haven’t I?”

“Right. You’re a survivor.”

“This is my mission just as much as it is yours,” she said. “I need answers too. I need to find my prince just as much as you need to find your king.” She let out a breath. “Charles rescued me when I was about to be executed for supposed witchcraft back when I first entered through the portal, and now I’m going to rescue him.”

I smiled. “But you already rescued him once before, when William and Victor were at war and Charles left the castle to fight a battle and you found out it—”

“That it was all a trap,” she cut in. “Charles knew he wasn’t supposed to leave the castle, but he wanted to storm Victor’s. Of course, the info that had been fed to him was bogus, though none of us knew that at the time.”

“He gave up his hidden identity,” I said.

“Yeah, when he fought a soldier who recognized him. The soldier got away, and Charles was sure he’d run his mouth to Victor.”

“He did. Victor was asking me why my brother was alive. I didn’t understand what he was talking about then, but I get it now. He wanted me to tell him why Charles was alive, because he was assumed dead when the Immortals killed his mate. Of course, back then, I was clueless to everything.”

“Sarah, when I found out it was a trap, I had to warn Charles. William told me not to, but Victor’s men would have killed him. Isn’t it funny the lengths we’ll go to to save a loved one?”

“Yeah,” I said, “like going to a crazy old fortune-teller in the middle of the night.”

Liz laughed. “Luckily, I got to Charles and his men just in the nick of time. They hadn’t made it to the spot where Victor and most of his men waited. As we tried to escape, we ran into a few scouts. There was a battle, and I was thrown off a horse. Charles and I were split up, and I was captured, but I didn’t care, as long as Charles was safe. The soldiers were furious that he’d escaped, but I’d never been happier.”

“And you eventually got away,” I said.

“Yes, by shamelessly flirting with one of his men and taking his sword. A fight ensued, and I won the upper hand. I ran back home and found Charles and the rest of the family there. We were all so relieved, but then the weirdest thing happened. Victor told William that he’d captured me, and we all laughed.”

“He had
me,” I said, “but he thought I was you.”

“Sorry about that, sis.”

“Don’t be. It was destiny that brought me to Victor, and the important thing now is finding him.”

“We will,” Liz assured me. “We just have to keep up the faith.”

As we reached the top of a mountainous hill, I met the gaze of an elderly woman with deep wrinkles. Her green eyes sparkled, and her black hair was pulled into a loose bun. She was sitting in a clearing by a roaring fire, as if she’d been expecting us.

“Is that her?” I asked Liz in a whisper.

She squinted. “Yep. That’s Helena.”

I smiled, longing to hear news about Victor’s fate. I dismounted from my horse and tied him to a nearby tree.

“Hello,” the woman said.

“Hello,” I said, walking toward her. “It’s so nice to meet you. We have brought you some gifts.”

The old lady stood and clutched her brown cloak as the wind whipped around us. I handed her the two bags, and her eyes lit up as she went through the furs, silk, blankets, and clothes. Her mouth gaped at all the gold coins I had stuffed in the bag. “I am Helena,” she introduced.

“It is nice to meet you. We are here to—”

She held up her hand to stop me. “I know what you’ve come for,” she said.

“Then you know I am looking for answers.” I stepped closer. “I heard you can predict the future.”

Flashes of light started to flood my vision. I rubbed my temples and tried to blink it away, angry that the attack was bothering me then, of all times. They seemed to be getting more frequent, though I didn’t tell Liz because I didn’t want to frighten her. In any case, talking to Helena was of the utmost importance, and I didn’t have time to be sick.

Unfortunately, the old woman noticed my disorientation and touched my back in concern. “Are you okay?”

“I just need a minute,” I whispered. “I’m sorry. This isn’t the impression I wanted to give.”

“She’s sick,” Liz said.

“I’ve seen all the healers,” I said. “They tell me it’s just something I have to work through.”

“The gift is too much for your body to handle,” Helena said. “There is a very powerful power waiting to emerge.” She then touched my forehead with her cold hand. “Your power is unstable, but I can see the gift that is being bestowed upon you.”

I’d been dying to know what it was, so I asked eagerly, “What is it, Helena?”

“The gift of sight.”

My mouth gaped. “You mean I’ll be able to see the future, like you?”

She nodded. “Yes, but the power will have to grow and develop. You’ll begin seeing tiny glimpses of the future, and in time, you’ll see more.”

“It’s great to finally know what power is coming,” I said. “It’s…amazing.”

The woman gazed into my eyes. “The gift you were given is even greater than Victor’s.”

“It’s all a little overwhelming,” I said.

“You said it’s too much for her body to handle,” Liz said in concern. “Will she…die?”

“I do not know. I am blessed by the gift of sight, but I don’t always have the answers.”

“So the power has a mind of its own?” I asked. “It gives me answers and shows me what it wants, when it feels like it?”

She nodded as I pondered. “You’re confused,” Helena said.

I toyed with the ring on my finger, turning it over and over; my fingers had thinned out a bit since I’d been unable to eat in my grief. “It’s been over a year, and I’m still struggling to understand this entire Immortal thing. I think this new gift is slowly killing me.”

“The gift is quite powerful, and it is hard on your body,” Helena said.

I looked at Liz in shock. The lady knew quite a bit, and she’d never met me.

“Your heart is pure and true,” she said. “Because of that, I will help you, Queen Fesque.”

“You
know
me?” I asked, shocked.

“I know of your kindness and your quest to feed the hungry and help the poor.” She held out her hand. “It is a pleasure to meet such a legendary woman.”

I laughed. “I’m no legend.”

“I would beg to differ, my dear. There is a legend about a woman who would come through the portal and help the poor and stop a major war that has been raging for years. Her love, so passionate and pure, would even tame a tyrant and turn him into the person he was supposed to be. It is in all the prophecies, and you are, indeed, a woman of legend.”

I was dumbfounded by her words. “Um, that all just kind of happened by accident.”

“There are no accidents. There is only fate and destiny—a destiny that was written hundreds of years before you got here. Victor had always wondered if that prophecy was about him. He knew it couldn’t have been William, because he had Della. When Victor discovered your identity, he knew it was you. He knew he had to change and win your heart and become the better man.”

“I-I didn’t realize that,” I stuttered, floored by her words.
Could destiny have placed us together? Was it fate for us to meet?
We’d shared a love so beautiful and tender. Again I wondered why, if fate had brought us together, why it had also insisted on ripping us apart.
Why did fate only give me one year with my beloved?

“Helena,” Liz said, “it is amazing that you were here, waiting for us. We were nervous about making this trip, but we couldn’t have planned it more perfectly.”

The old woman grinned. “I do have the gift of sight, my dear. I was expecting company.”

“We’re so happy you decided to meet us,” Liz said. “Thank you.”

“Yes, thank you for coming,” I said. “I need answers badly.”

“And so do I. I desperately need to find my husband, Charles,” Liz said.

“So you are both on a quest for answers.”

“Yes,” Liz said.

“Then you shall have them,” Helena said.

“Thank you,” I said, gripping her hand. “Do you think Victor is alive?”

She motioned for me to follow her inside the cave entrance. The air hung heavy with the smell of damp earth. Walking in, I glanced around the stunning room, awestruck
by the millions of crystals shimmering like diamonds along the walls. Crystal-white stalactites dripped down like giant icicles, and a few sparse stalagmites sprung up from the ground looming over me.

Helena pointed to the limestone wall. “To find the answers you seek, you must simply gaze at the writing on the wall.”

I spun slowly around but didn’t see what she was talking about. I looked at Liz. “Do you see anything?”

She shrugged. “Nope.”

I began to think that the woman was crazy, because I didn’t see a thing. I bit my lip, pondering what to do. It seemed the lead wasn’t going to take us anywhere; it was a dead end and a waste of our risk, gold, and time. Every second was precious if Victor was still alive, and I was furious that we were getting nowhere.

“Sarah,” she said in a scolding tone, “you shouldn’t have such little faith in me—or such little patience.”

I blushed, embarrassed that the woman could read me like a book.

She pulled some gold powder out of a small satchel she carried and blew it toward the wall. The magical crystals exploded in a burst of gold light, illuminating the gold as the gold glitter swirled all around us.

“Now look at the wall,” her voice echoed. “As you move from room to room, you will see a story, scenes from your future.”

As my gaze swung to the wall, rivulets of colors swirled and a picture began to emerge.

Liz gasped.

The entire wall had been turned into a portrait of me, smiling and happy, looking down at my swollen belly. I sucked in a breath and let it out slowly as I turned to face Liz, a tear streaming down my cheek. If the picture was true, it meant I would be pregnant, but for all I knew, it could be ten years in the future. “When will I have a child?” I asked.

The woman touched my back softly. “You are with child as we speak,” she whispered.

It took a minute for the words to sink in.
Am I really…pregnant?
It did perfectly explain all the mood swings and the emotions running through me like wildfire, as well as why I felt lightheaded and dizzy at times. I had blamed it on my power coming in, but it was something else entirely. I swelled with a happiness I couldn’t even explain. My hands caressed my stomach. I was carrying Victor’s child—our
child. I smiled, knowing that our baby had been created in complete and perfect love, on the day when we’d made love in the forest, when Victor created that beautiful thunderstorm. I fell to my knees as emotion overwhelmed me. Even if Victor was dead, he’d left me with a way to carry on his bloodline, with something to remember him by. There was no greater gift, for I’d longed for the day when I could give Victor a son or daughter. I knew I’d cherish and marvel at that little miracle every single day, for the rest of my eternal life. “So that’s why I’ve been so emotional lately!” I said.

“Don’t forget moody,” Liz added.

Tears streamed down my cheeks. “I’m pregnant!”

Liz squealed and hugged me tightly. “Congratulations, sis. I can’t believe I’m going to be an aunt.”

“I can’t believe it either,” I breathed out.

“Let’s celebrate,” Liz said. “Where’s the tequila?” When I gave her a cross look, she patted me on the shoulder. “For me, not you.”

I couldn’t stop grinning as thoughts rushed through my mind. “This is the best surprise and biggest blessing in the entire world,” I said.

Liz gripped my hands, her eyes twinkling. “I guess surprises in our lives can jump out at us when we least expect it.”

I was awed by the fact that I had a tiny human being growing inside of me.
I wondered what my child would look like, if he or she would have brown eyes like mine or blue ones like Victor. I pictured talking, rocking, and singing to my baby, and I couldn’t wait to find Victor and start planning for our new addition. The cold castle would be warmed by the pitter-patter of little feet.

I hoped against all odds that Victor was alive somewhere. Part of me wanted to believe it wholeheartedly, but another part
desperately clung to reality so I wouldn’t be crushed again. I wasn’t sure my heart could handle the news if I found out for sure that Victor was dead. Trying not to drown in grief again, I tried to picture Victor’s face when he heard the news about our baby. I knew he’d be just as excited as I was.

“There’s more,” Helena said.

As I turned to glance at the wall, I saw more colors swirl in the portrait, and a figure next to me began to form. I stared into the handsome face of my wonderful husband, beaming as he touched my stomach.

Happy tears ran down my face as I collapsed to my knees, consumed by emotion and hope. “He’s alive!” I couldn’t believe it. Victor hadn’t even been at the ceremony in the temple, and Ethano had killed a shape-shifter who’d taken on Victor’s image, just to upset me as fuel for his spell. Now I was positive Victor was being held prisoner somewhere.

Helena stretched out her hand to help me stand. Her eyes glittered as she smiled, and I could tell by the look on her face she was truly happy for me.

I could hardly contain my excitement as I hugged her, then Liz. I sobbed into Liz’s chest. “Can you believe Victor is alive?”

“The walls tell no lies,” Helena said, pointing to the next room. “The next portrait awaits you.”

Liz stroked my hair softly. “We’re gonna find him, Sarah. I promise you that. C’mon. There seems to be more to the story.”

I didn’t want to see the next portrait. Everything was perfect, and Victor was alive. I’d soon be bringing a beautiful baby into the world. It was the happiest moment of my life, and I was terrified it might be shattered by the next visit.

Liz clutched her heart. “I’m dying to see about Charles.”

I smiled. “I’m sure answers are coming soon.”

As we walked into the next room, swirls of paint began
spreading
rapidly
across
the
cave
ceiling and
walls.
Stars speckled the night sky above us. Then, dead on the ground, I saw Victor and me, while Ethano held our baby, with a smile plastered on his face.

Rage engulfed me. “The bastard!” I shouted.

“It’s all clicking into place,” Liz said, her voice echoing along the cavern walls. “The reason why Ethan’s shape-shifter spell didn’t work was because there is a life force still attached, only—”

“It isn’t Victor’s. It’s my baby’s!” I knew in that moment that our baby had saved my life, and I was stunned by the thought. I was supposed to protect that little, fragile life, but the child had saved its mother. I touched my stomach. “Thank you for saving me, my beautiful son.” My voice wavered. The amount of love I felt for the infant already was nothing short of amazing. I looked up at the wall and touched my son. He was beautiful, absolutely beautiful, and the sight of him melted my heart, even if he was in Ethano’s arms.

“Ethano did disconnect you from Victor,” Liz said.

I let out a sigh. “I knew he had because I couldn’t feel our bond.”

Liz’s lips pressed into grim lines. “Ethano sensed the baby. He wants
your
baby.”

The thought infuriated me. “No!” I screamed. “Never! I’ll kill him first!” Then Helena’s voice rang in my ears: “The walls don’t lie.”

“We won’t let it end this way,” Liz said. “The future can be changed.”

I looked at Helena for affirmation. “Can it?”

“The walls don’t lie, but that doesn’t mean the future can’t be changed.”

According to the current path of events, my child was destined to be snatched from me and raised by a monster. I had to change that, no matter the cost. My heart ached, knowing that my precious child could be used in such a vile manner. I couldn’t imagine not being there for him. I wanted to be there to put a Band-aid on an open cut, kiss away all his pain, and tell him everything was going to be okay.

Without hesitation, I ran to the next room, where the next portrait awaited.

Ethano patted the back of a five-year-old boy, who held out his hands. Fire sprung from them and devastated a city, consuming it with smoke and fire. When I blinked, the boy in the portrait spun around to face me, and I recognized him instantly. He had dark hair, and his blue eyes shone brightly, just like his father’s.

“That’s my son,” I said in horror. “What’s Ethano doing to him? He’s training him to be a killer!”

“Immortals do not have power during childhood,” Liz whispered.

“Then how is he doing that?” I asked. I turned to the old woman. “Where would my son get such powers?”

“Another legend tells of a boy who would be born from a warrior king and a loving queen with a pure heart. The boy will have unspeakable powers. His father will have conquered countless countries, and his mother will have stopped wars. Your son will either take after his mother and become a hero of the land, or he will take after the bloodline of his father, tyrants who have ruled for centuries. Ethano will choose to take him down his father’s path, down the path of his wicked grandfather. He wants to shape him into evil.”

I was mortified. “How can I stop it?”

“Can it even be stopped?” Liz asked.

“This is the current path, but the future can be changed.”

“How?” I asked.

She pointed to the next room, and I rushed through the cavern opening, my heart racing.

There was a picture of Victor and me in a hospital room—a modern-day hospital room. I gasped when I saw myself in an ugly, backless gown, holding a precious bundle in my arms. Victor had given up his kingly garb for a black polo shirt and blue jeans.

Tears rolled down my face, and I brimmed with happiness. Victor was alive, and I was having a bouncing baby boy. I’d do anything to save all of our lives, even give up the kingdom and people I’d grown to love over the last year. “We have to leave through the portal,” I said. “It’s the only way.”

“Yes, it is the only hope to save your lives, as well as your son’s,” the woman said.

“Tell me, Helena, where is Victor now? I must go to him,” I said.

She looked at me, and I knew it was her cue for me to move to the next room, where the next portrait was ready and waiting. Victor and Charles were chained in leg irons, sealed in a giant tomb. The chains had to be something special, or the Immortal would have been able to break them. Torches blazed from the dark, cracked walls of the underground prison cell. There were no windows and only one heavy door.

“They’re both being held captive in a castle Ethano recently conquered,” Helena said.

Liz touched the image of Charles. “We have to rescue them.”

“We’ll get them back, no matter the cost. I’ll take in an army and storm the castle.”

Helena gripped my arm and closed her eyes, shaking her head. “I can see the scene evolving before me. That will end in disaster for everyone involved, including your unborn child.”

I looked at Liz, confused. “Surely the soldiers would be better than just the two of us going on our own. We could send the army, and I could stay back at the castle so my baby is safe. It’s really the only way.”

“I didn’t say you should go in,” Helena said. “I said according to my visions, the castle will be better breeched by one or two rather than an army.”

“Listen to her,” Liz advised. “She obviously knows her stuff. If she says an army won’t work, it won’t.”

I bit my lip. “Then what do you propose?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Let’s think about it.”

The old woman’s face grew even more serious. “You cannot escape Ethano. He wants you and your child. He has taken over many countries and castles already, and he is a force to be reckoned with. You cannot take him lightly.”

“He hasn’t taken over
every
country. Tastia is still safe,” I said.

She shook her head. “I am afraid you cannot return home. It must have been fate for you to come to me tonight, for Ethano is in your castle at this very moment.”

My heart sank, and the thought of him swarming my home made me nauseous.

Helena touched my arm. “By coming here, you avoided capture.”

“How did Ethano become so strong so fast?” I breathed out.

“If you want to save yourself and your child, you must leave this world.”

“But this is my home now,” I said.

“Why? You are not from here.”

Victor’s handsome face flashed in my head. “Because the love of my life resides here.”

“I second that,” Liz said. “I cannot possibly leave Charles.”

Helena smiled. “It doesn’t matter what world, country, or city you live in, my dears, as long as the love of your life is there by your side. Take your menfolk with you and go.”

Liz nudged me. “She has a point. I could live in the North Pole or in the middle of a desert, but it wouldn’t matter as long as Charles was there holding my hand and whispering sweet nothings in my ear.”

“Why hasn’t he killed Victor?” I asked.

“I sense there is a strong reason he is keeping him alive. There’s a woman protecting him, but I don’t have all the answers you seek.”

I wondered who the woman was. “Della? Is Della protecting him?”

She shook her head. “It is not Della. Ethano harbors ill feelings for that one. If she were in his castle, he would have killed her already. No, your lover’s protector is another who loves him very, very much,” she said. She squinted, then closed her eyes, as if she were struggling to see something inside her head. “This same woman is loved by Ethano also.”

“Who?” I asked.

“I’m sorry,” Helena said. “The vision and feelings have faded, I’m afraid.”

“We can’t leave,” I said. “My people need me. There’s so much more I need to accomplish before I return to my world. I haven’t conquered the hunger problem, for one thing. What will the villages do without me?”

The old woman met my gaze. “If you stay, Ethano will win. He will reduce you from queen to concubine, and thousands of people will die when your son comes into his powers under Ethano’s influence. If you stay, you will doom our world. To truly save us, you must go.”

I couldn’t speak and was at a loss for words when I heard Liz calling for me. She had backtracked a few rooms, and I hurried to see what she wanted.

“Look! The picture of your son destroying the city is gone!” she said.

My mouth gaped, for the picture had been replaced with a modern-day one. My son was sitting in a highchair, and Victor was holding the main decorated birthday cake with a blue candle shaped like the number one. Balloons and streamers decorated the kitchen. I walked to the cavern wall and touched the cold stone. A brilliant flash of light blinded me, and then I opened my eyes. I was watching a scene unfold, like in a movie. Victor and I were singing the famous “Happy Birthday” song. I handed my son the smash cake, the smaller version of the birthday cake meant for him to eat. He grabbed fistfuls of cake and stuffed them in his mouth. Victor leaned over to wipe his face with a cloth, laughing; I’d never seen him so happy. My eyes welled up with tears at the precious sight. Then the scene froze before my eyes, but I was able to walk around.

I kissed Victor on the lips. “I’m going to bring you home, my love.” A tear slid down my cheek as I stared at Victor’s image. I missed him terribly and was dying without him. All that love surged up inside me, and I knew I’d love Victor forever.

I stared at my own smiling face; I hadn’t seen myself that happy in ages, every since I’d been thrust into the grasp of grief’s icy clutches.

I cupped the cheek of my darling baby, who was clearly enjoying his first birthday. “You are going to have a wonderful life with us, little one. I already love you with everything I’ve got.” My baby would be beautiful and perfect in every way. I wanted to hold him in my arms, rock him, and tell him how much I loved him. I wanted to see my child, to kiss him, hug him, touch his palm, and watch his tiny fingers curl around mine. I’d never loved somebody so much, and I hadn’t even met him yet.

A flash of light exploded all around me, and I opened my eyes as Liz’s voice pierced my ears. “What happened?” she asked. “You zoned out.”

“I’m back in the cave,” I whispered.

“You never left.”

“I saw this very scene in my head, but it wasn’t a picture. It was like it was really happening, in real time. My baby was smiling and eating cake.” I shook her shoulder. “Victor’s going to make a wonderful father!”

Helena touched my back. “Welcome your gift of sight, my child.”

I sucked in a deep breath. Seeing my baby had been unbelievable and amazing, even better than those fancy ultrasounds in 3D.

“That’s your gift,” Liz said. “You’ve seen it for yourself. How fantastic!”

“I can sense it has not taken hold yet,” Helena said. “It’s there, buried in your consciousness.”

“Why did the image change?” I asked. “Why did it go from destruction of the city to this?”

“Because you’ve already changed the future with your thoughts of leaving this world,” Helena said. She handed me a tear-shaped crystal necklace, then gave Liz an identical one.

I touched the pendant as it shimmered from the portrait shining in the cave. “What’s this?”

“It will transport you back to your home world.”

“How does it work?” Liz asked.

“It will only work for those who were born in your world.”

“So Liz and I can use it,” I said.

Liz cocked a brow. “Can I take Charles with me?”

“Whoever touches you will go with you. Just press your thumb on it. When it turns blue, touch it again, and you will go.” She gripped my hands. “Put the necklace on. You need to leave. Go to the castle while Ethano is not there and get Victor. You must leave this world. Ethano will never find you.”

“C’mon,” I said, gripping Liz’s hand and thanking the old woman on the way out.





Chapter 10

We went as fast as we could, but even our Immortal light speed had its limits. After an hour, our power was drained, so we hiked for most of the night. We knew we’d do no one any good if we were too tired to think or fight. We gathered logs, and I easily lit them with a fireball the size of a dime. We then made camp and slept.

* * *

Morning came, and we continued our journey, until we reached the designated spot.

“We’re here,” I said, practically ready to kiss the ground.

Liz glanced around. “Why don’t we climb one of these trees for a better look?”

“Good idea. We need to know what we’re up against.” Gripping the tree branch, I pulled my weight and climbed. The morning sun streamed down on the large, stone, complex structure—a strong fortress. It looked like the average medieval castle, complete with soaring towers, a deep moat, a barbican, a gatehouse, and a wooden drawbridge. Gazing down, I stared at the security that Ethano had put in place.

“Immortals are guarding every entrance,” Liz said. “How are we gonna get in?”

“Hmm. Let’s look for a weakness, maybe study the guard patterns.”

“That’ll take forever,” she said.

“We have to do this right, Liz. We can’t afford any mistakes.”

“I know,” she said, peering through the leaves. “I guess I’m just in a hurry to get it over with.”

The woman Helena told me about kept popping into my head. “Who do you think the woman is, the one who’s helping Victor?” I asked.

“She said it was somebody Ethano cares about.”

“How can that man care about anyone?” I hissed.

“Tell me about it.”

“Do you think it’s an old girlfriend, somebody who’s with Ethano now?”

“Can you imagine being Ethano’s girlfriend? Ick,” Liz said. “Then again, from what I’ve heard from Della, Victor was quite a pill himself.”

“I know. That was why she dumped him, but he’s changed now.”

“Yes, thanks to you, but at one time, he was a very dangerous, heartless brute, just like Ethano, though maybe not quite as insane.”

I shook my head. “Uh-uh. My Victor would never want to steal somebody’s son and destroy the world!”

“But he battled William like a madman for hundreds of years, launching battles against countless countries. He fought in the front lines, killing all those—”

Liz had been poisoned by Della’s stories, and I was tired of hearing about it. “The past is the past. I forgive him,” I said, cutting her off.

“I know,” she whispered. “I do too.” She inhaled sharply. “Look at that!”

“What?”

She pointed way over to the left. “They’re bringing in slave girls and women to work in the castle.”

A group of shackled females was being herded down a cobblestone path that led to the castle. A bearded man controlled the captives with his fearsome whip. I was sure they’d be worked like dogs and used for the most foul things, and my heart went out to them. They’d been ripped away from their homes and loved ones and would be forced to perform grueling labor for the rest of their lives.

As I looked at them, I realized that sneaking in with them was a brilliant plan. I nudged Liz. “You up for washing dishes and scrubbing floors for a while?”

“Sure, but those dishes will get as clean as cold water can get them.”

I chuckled, then stared through the opening in the leaves. “We’ll go in with them, posing as slave girls. We have to act fast, while Ethano is still back at my castle. The last thing we need is to bump into the prince of darkness himself.”

She sighed. “Tell me about it.”

“But what about our rings?” I asked, clambering back down the tree.

Liz hopped down, wiped the bark from her hands, and smiled.

“What?” I asked.

She ripped the top of her dress, exposing her cleavage. “You really think they’re gonna be gawking at our fingers?” She pushed up her breasts and smirked. “If you were born with it, you may as well flaunt it—especially when it might save your neck.”

I laughed. “I’m sure Mom would disagree, but it’ll be a great distraction. I like it. I just hope it works.”

She held out her chest. “These babies have never failed me—not once. Men are very easily persuaded.”

I smiled weakly, amazed and a little jealous at how calm she was. I was terrified of walking into Ethano’s lair. I knew he wasn’t there, but the thought of entering gave me the creeps.
What if one of his men recognizes me? What if they throw me in a dungeon until Ethano returns?
The negative thoughts weren’t helping me one bit, so I took a deep, cleansing breath and tried to still my shaking hands. “I guess we can turn the rings around so the ruby can’t be seen.” I took another deep breath, “but I’m wearing the necklace Helena gave me.”

“Then we simply compel them not to touch our jewelry.” She playfully punched me in the shoulder. “Your husband is alive and in this castle, waiting for us to break him out, and so is my Charles.” She smiled. “Come on. It’ll be easy. These soldiers won’t know what hit them. We’ll use our womanly wiles and compel the hell out of them.”

“I like it,” I said.

Liz shook her head as she inspected me. “You don’t look anything like a peasant.”

“What? I slept on ferns and dirt last night.”

“We can’t have you looking all beautiful and regal now, can we?” She unloosened my braid, ran a hand through my hair, and smudged mud on my face.

I laughed. “Well, what about now? Do I pass?”

She ripped my dress, exposing my cleavage, and smeared dirt all over my dress. “That’ll do.”

I grinned and turned my ring around. Knowing glittering gold would attract attention, I smeared mud on the band, and then more mud on my crystal necklace.

With Immortal speed, we ran through the vegetation and easily caught up with the others. I glanced through the towering ferns as I tried to come up with a game plan.

Liz glanced at me. “Ready?”

“Shouldn’t we devise a plan?” I whispered.

“How hard is it to get caught?” she retorted, then pushed up her boobs. “Especially with these babies falling out!”

I knew she had a point, so I took a deep breath and tried to calm down, pushing up my own chest in the process.

“Ready?” she asked again.

Sucking in a deep breath, I nodded.

Liz raced out of the vegetation and pulled on the arm of one of the girls. “Sanya? I can’t believe they got you, but don’t worry. I’m here to rescue you. Come on!”

Sanya looked at her like she was crazy, but she seemed to love the idea of an escape.

“C’mon!” I said, pulling another girl’s hand.

A soldier grabbed me from behind and held a dagger to my neck, and in that moment, I knew that our plan was working perfectly.

“Did you come to rescue your friends?” the soldier hissed. “What a shame, for now you will be joining them.”

“No!” I yelled. “Please no! Please don’t hurt me.” I tried to muster as much fear as I could to deliver an Oscar-worthy performance.

He put the blade down, and I slowly turned around meeting his big, brown eyes. It was the bearded man, and he towered over me with bulging muscles, but that didn’t matter. He was human, and I knew I could easily take him down in the blink of an eye. He rolled his lustful eyes over my sister, from head to toe, then did the same to me. A sickening, hungry look came over his face, and he asked, “Are you related? Always wanted me a couple a sisters,” he said, licking his crusty lips.

I swallowed hard, flinching at his uncomfortable gaze. “Yes, sisters.”

He tore his eyes away from my cleavage and reached for his whip.

“Please don’t hurt us,” Liz begged sweetly, huddling next to me.

My heart raced; I’d never contemplated being beaten. “We’ll do whatever you want. There’s no need to pull out that whip.”

A sharp sting exploded across my cheek as my words were silenced by a loud slap. I wanted to throw him into next week, but I knew getting inside the castle was the only way to save Victor.

“Do not speak unless I tell you to!” he roared.

I nodded, wiping the blood from my lip. Playing humble slave was not in my blood, but I had to stick to my role for the time being.

“Get in line!” he demanded.

I looked into his eyes and vowed, “You will never touch me again. Once we’re inside, I command you to punch yourself with your fist…hard!”

Liz hurried over and grabbed my arm, leading me into the long line of women. “Don’t give us away just yet, sis,” she whispered. “You’re Immortal, for goodness sake. You can take a little slap now, can’t you?”

“Well he pissed me off!” I wanted to grab the whip that was now coiled on his waist and strangle him with it.

“Save the compelling for when we really need it,” Liz said.

Inside the castle, we were led down a whitewashed stone corridor that was dimly lit with torches. I could tell how scared the women were, and my heart went out to them. We would get out of the situation, but they’d be stuck. I wasn’t sure how, but I really wanted to help them escape and get back to their loved ones.

We were herded into a large room, accompanied by the
snap
of a whip. There were no windows and no furniture, just a few blazing torches hanging on the wall.

“Wait here. You be inspected and cleaned one by one,” a soldier said. “Anyone who refuses will be punished merciless.” He snapped a whip, and it echoed loudly, making all the women jump and gasp.

“You will do as you are told.” The man pointed to Liz and me. “Take the twins first.”

A nursemaid in a simple brown dress and with a long braid approach. “Come with me, ladies.”

I followed her through the candlelit corridor and then through some double-doors. A sweet fragrance filled the air all around me. I darted my eyes around and saw sweet-smelling herbs: lavender, rose petals, daisies, fennel, and chamomile. They were placed all around the room to cover up the horrible stench from the bathroom and lackluster plumbing, but it only helped a little.

Hundreds of colorful gowns, from velvet and silk to satin to chiffon were draped over dark wood tables. My heart jumped when I realized there was no way we were going to be scrubbing floors in those fancy dresses. I sucked in a deep breath as realization struck.
They’re bringing in prostitutes, not slaves!
The thought sickened me as my skin crept, and I was suddenly horrified that we’d put our cleavage on display.

“Strip down so I can inspect you,” the woman said.

“No way!” Liz said.

The woman frowned, then continued. “Once you’ve passed inspection, you may choose a gown. We have all sizes,” she said, glancing at Liz’s ample chest.

I looked at her, still disgusted by the fact that Ethano would kidnap innocent women and use them in such a horrible way, to entertain himself and his men. “We passed inspection. Now leave.”

Her pupils dilated as I gave her the command. “I-I will leave you alone now,” she stuttered, exiting the room.

Liz laughed, and I smiled mischievously.

“What? You said to compel the hell out of them.” I grabbed one of the silk gowns. “Look at this.”

Her eyes narrowed. “That’s definitely not your color.”

“Liz, be serious for a minute. Do you know what this means?” I pointed at the dresses.

“That I’m gonna be one hot concubine.”

“Liz!”

“We’re Immortal,” she said. “No one is gonna lay a filthy finger on us. Do you think I’d be cracking jokes if I thought somebody was going to have his way with me?” She touched the half-barrel to the right. “Are we taking baths or what?”

“Unless you just want to fake it and wet your hair.”

“Nah, I already picked the cutest gown. I may as well smell nice for Charles.”

I rolled my eyes, wishing I could be as calm as she was. “This is a rescue mission, not a beauty pageant.”

“Meh, we have to fit the part,” she said, stripping off her dirt-stained dress. She jumped into the water and squealed.

I smirked. “Is it freezing?”

“Not for long!” She pointed a finger, and a beam of red energy hit the water. Bubbles swirled around.

I was sure she was going to get us in trouble. “Hey! You got on my case for compelling, and here you are making your own private Jacuzzi!”

She laid her head back. “It’s hot and perfect, just the way I like it.” She then sent the red beam over into my barrel, and I watched as bubbles and mist swirled around.

“You might as well warm up all the barrels so those poor girls don’t freeze to death.”

She grinned and did just that, then glanced over at me. “I’ve got a romantic horror story for you, if you wanna hear it.”

I placed my hands on my hips, humoring her. “Oh yeah? Go on.”

“A queen finds her lost king, who she thought was dead. They hug and kiss, and then he faints from the stench.”

I rushed over and splashed her as she giggled. “I get it,” I said.

“Then what are you waiting for?” she retorted.

I slid my dress off and hopped into the barrel next to Liz. The warm water felt good on my skin, and I closed my eyes for one minute. “Ah…”

“You’re welcome,” Liz said.

“Thanks, Liz. It feels wonderful.”

“Did you ever think our lives would ever turn out like this?” Liz asked.

I glanced over. “How did the Larker sisters take a left turn into Crazy Town?”

“And now we’re undercover on some dangerous mission.”

“Just admit it. You love the danger and excitement.”

She smiled, knowing how on target I was. Liz had always been that way, a risk-taker, ever since we were kids. That was why she’d been exploring Sabrino Cave, on the day she when disappeared out of my life.

“You’re an adrenaline junkie,” I said, sprawling out my arms on the edge of the barrel.

“Maybe, but we’re really doing this for love. Isn’t love grand?”

I smiled. “I never thought it’d happen to me.”

“Nobody deserves it more than you, and Victor is perfect for you. Who’da thunk it?”

“I dated a lot of men before I found him. I can’t even begin to tell you about all the bite marks on my heart.”

She splashed in the water and laid her head back again. “Yeah, I hear the dating world’s like that. Men will rip and tear your heart apart.”

“You’re lucky you found true love on your first try,” I said.

“I’m truly blessed.”

I sighed. “It’s such a romantic story.”

“It truly is. I was living an ordinary life, and then love struck and gave me a real live fairytale all my own—happily ever after and all that jazz.”

“It’s amazing. I’ve learned that when it comes to love, anything is possible.”

She glanced over at me. “I know you felt guilty for leaving me when I walked through the portal, but you shouldn’t. It was the best thing that ever happened to me, even if I didn’t realize it at first. I was in this strange land, all alone and scared, and the next thing I knew, I was being accused of being a witch because of my clothes and flashlight.”

“I forgot about the flashlight.”

She laughed. “Even I wouldn’t go into a cave without one. Charles happened to be in town and saved me like a real Prince Charming. The point is, I’d do it all over again to meet Charles. I don’t ever regret walking through that portal, not one tiny bit.”

I smiled. “Me neither. Victor changed my life with just one kiss.”

Liz smiled back at me. “Been there, done that. Charles rocked my world like that too—a kiss so hot and sizzling that I gave up everything I knew just to be with him forever.”

“Some people search their entire lives to find what we have,” I said. Victor was the sweetest gift I’d ever received, and my world was a better place just because he was in it. I’d never thought I’d be able to love a man so much, but I did. I felt a jolt in my soul every time his lips sweetly touched mine, and I had to laugh at fate’s sense of humor.

As I dreamt about my lover while the warm water soothed my aching muscles, the nasty bearded man walked in, leading the other girls to the barrels next to us. “Undress!” he ordered.

“Where’s the nursemaid?” one of the girls whimpered.

He pulled out his whip. “Never question my authority! Do as I say and remove your clothes!”

As he lifted his hand to deliver the lash, I called him over. When he turned to look, I ordered, “Leave and don’t come back until we’re done bathing,” I said.

“And don’t forget to think about what a sleaze ball you are,” Liz added.

His arm lowered, and he slipped his whip away. “Please forgive me, ladies, for my rude and inappropriate behavior. I am, as this fine woman suggests, a sleaze ball.” And with that, he turned around and walked out in a rush.

The girl I’d met in line turned to meet my gaze. She had long red hair and blue eyes. “Thank you. That was very brave, and I can’t believe he obeyed you! I’m Yolanda.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

“You called me by another name out there. I talked to the other girls, and no one knows you.”

“Oh, yeah, uh…sorry for the mistake,” I said. “I thought I was trying to rescue a friend, but I guess I got captured for nothing.”

Liz came over and tapped my barrel. “Clock’s a-tickin’. Get out of there before you turn into a prune. We’ve gotta go.” She handed me a white linen towel.

“How did you get dressed so fast?” I asked, climbing out.

“You like?” She motioned to the fabulous white and gold velvet gown with an over-layer of flowing silk chiffon. It was decorated with delicate ivory braids and laces. She spun around slowly. “Well?”

“I do believe it’s a mite too small,” Yolanda said. “If you don’t cover your lady-parts, you will be offered to the men straight away,” she said, nodding toward my sister’s cleavage.

“I like to see them try,” Liz retorted.

I nudged Liz and gave her a stern look, as she wasn’t doing much to help us remain inconspicuous. When I reached for my dress, I noticed it was gone.

“Don’t panic,” Liz said, throwing me a black and white one.

“What was wrong with the one I picked?”

“I thought you might want to impress Victor.”

“I do.”

“Then go with this one. It’s way more romantic and fits your fairytale perfectly.”

“Fairytale?”

“You’re about to rescue your king and live happily ever after, right?”

“Whatever they told you, it’s a lie! There’s no happily ever after here,” Yolanda said in a grim voice.

I swallowed hard, knowing that in her case, it was probably true. I would have my king and my one-way trip to somewhere else, but she and the others were destined to live out her days as a concubine. If she resisted, she’d be beaten or killed, and I was sure Ethano’s behavior would be even more harsh when he was angered by mine and Victor’s departure, after his plans were foiled.

Interrupting my thoughts, Liz handed me the dress. She had picked a long black dress swirled with ivory and silver. The scooped neckline, flowing layers of lace, and ethereal, billowy sleeves were amazing. The tri-colored corset covered in beaded lace, beaded trims, brooches, and delicate trim seemed a little over the top; it was clear that Ethano spared no expense for his concubines.

A group of nursemaids came in to help us get ready. I slipped into the gown, which hugged every single curve on my body. A nursemaid came over and brushed my hair, then pulled it up into some elaborate hairstyle that would have made an eighties prom queen jealous. Another painted my face with thick makeup. We were given a choice of expensive jewelry to wear, and I was elated about that, because it meant I’d no longer have to hide the gold band on my finger. I did have to keep the ruby turned, hidden in my palm, as I was sure it would give away the fact that I was an Immortal.

A tall, balding man walked in and divided the women, clearly separating the cooperative ones from the uncooperative. He approached and met my gaze. “Are you interested in attending a celebration?”

I smiled. “I love parties. Will there be champagne…er, uh, wine?”

“I assure you that you will enjoy yourself,” he said.

“Then sign me up.”

Liz and I were led to yet another room.

After offering a speech for an hour, concubine orientation, of sorts, the man asked for volunteers. “If any one of you chooses to attend the event, you will be rewarded handsomely,” he said. “You will be paid more gold in one night than you’ve ever had in your entire lifetime.”

Liz raised her hand. “Gold? I want gold. I’ll do it…and so will my sister!”

I elbowed her. She sounded so fake that I was sure they wouldn’t buy it.

Much to my surprise, he fell for her false enthusiasm and motioned us to stand along the wall. After a few minutes, we were taken into a ballroom filled with rich noblemen and other women in fancy gowns. I stared up at the towering cathedral ceiling and dark mahogany cross beams. It was beautiful. Iron wrought chandeliers and dark stone walls made the room feel gothic. It totally fit Ethano’s character. Seasoned concubines in gorgeous gowns also worked the party, and I could tell that some of them didn’t mind being there, as they’d likely been lured with promises of gold, gems, and a better life.

“Well, I guess I can add high-class concubine to my résumé,” I said sarcastically.

“Don’t panic,” she said. “We’ll just slip out.”

“How? Every guy in the room is ogling us like hungry dogs, watching every move we make.”

“I guess the dresses are a little over the top,” she finally admitted.

“A little?”

“Stay calm. We’ll uh…we’ll just compel the doorman,” Liz said.

“If we leave the room without being escorted by a man, it’ll look suspicious.”

“Then the answer’s obvious.”

“Liz, you can’t possibly suggest we—“

“C’mon! Surely we can get one of these guys to try to take us to his room.”

“Seriously?”

“Dead serious, and I’m going to tell him we’re twins, double the trouble.” She smiled.

“Go for it. I’ll compel him so fast his head will be spinning.”

She tapped her chin. “Hmm. Which one?” she asked, looking around at all the noblemen.

I lost focus when I heard a familiar voice, an ominous voice I’d never, ever forget. My heart lurched and my breath quickened when I saw Ethano talking to a slender girl not too far away. I hadn’t expected to see him so soon, as I figured he’d search every nook and cranny of my castle first, looking for me. Thoughts of what he’d done to me flooded my mind. I feared Ethano because I didn’t have the strength to defeat him, but at the same time, I wanted to rip him apart. “I want to kill him,” I whispered.

“I know, sis, but you’d best swallow all that rage, or you’re gonna ruin the plan. We’ve gotta get our fellas and get the hell outta here.”

“Ethano has arrived,” a man next to me said, trying to make casual conversation.

“How wonderful!” said another man.

Yeah, right. Freaking wonderful,
I thought sarcastically. “How did he get back so fast?” I whispered, gripping Liz’s arm tightly.

“I don’t know, but we have to get out of here,” she said.

“I know. If he catches us, we’re screwed.” I looked around and then sashayed toward a skinny man who’d been staring at me the entire time. I was sure I’d be able to snag him quickly.

Liz didn’t waste any time and quickly looped her arm in his. “Do you think you can handle two ladies, milord?”

I smiled seductively.

“I-I don’t know,” he stuttered. “I’ve never thought of such a thing, and you are both so beautiful.”

“Shall we give it a go? Perhaps it will be unforgettable for us all,” Liz coaxed.

He glanced at her. “I only want one,” he said. “I want you.”

Liz gazed deeply into his eyes. “You want two.”

“No, just one,” he repeated.

I was shocked, wondering why Liz was unable to compel him. I shot her a look, and she pulled me aside.

“Ethano has some kind of block going on here, like he did back at the church,” Liz said.

I swallowed hard. “What are you saying? We don’t have our powers?”

“We sure don’t. We lost them the second he stepped inside the ballroom.” She nudged me. “Anyway, let’s get to work.”

“Please take us to your room, milord,” I said, batting my eyelashes at the skinny man. I’d never been good at fake seduction, but I was trying my best.

“You’re very pretty,” he said, “but I really want your friend.”

“He only wants you,” I whispered in her ear.

“It’s this dress,” she whispered back. “Men dig cleavage.”

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. I couldn’t believe she’d worn that—but then again, it was Liz.

Liz touched his arm. “This is my sister, and I simply can’t bear to leave her alone with these wolves. Do you have a friend for her?” Liz asked.

He smiled and called his buddy over, and the stranger wrapped an arm around me. “I’d love to be with this one. She’s lovely,” he said.

When I noticed that Ethano was greeting all the working girls one by one, kissing their hands as if he were some kind of gentleman—and we all knew better—I shot Liz a terrified look as my pulse spiked. We needed to get the heck out of there, as quickly as we could. Even though I didn’t have my powers, I wasn’t afraid of the men we were planning to leave with. They were skinny little things, and I knew I could break them like a twig if they so as much touched me.

I coughed and nudged Liz when Ethano walked in our direction. Shuddering, I could still feel his breath on my neck, and the thought sickened me. I swallowed down the fear, though, knowing I had to be brave. I had every hope and expectation of bringing Victor safely out of that castle, but part of me was frightened he would slip away if I was caught.

My heart beat a million times a minute as Ethano approached. Out of instinct, I threw myself on the man standing in front of me and began kissing him on the lips, while Liz kissed the other.

Ethano passed us up since we were otherwise engaged in a make-out session.

Even though I was kissing a stranger, the tension released from my shoulders, and I sighed in relief. “Let’s go,” I said to the man. “I must have you now. I can’t wait any longer.”

The man smiled and escorted me out the door, past all the guards, and into the dimly lit corridor.

My nerves calmed as soon as we were away from Ethano, and I let out a long sigh. “Perhaps we should all have a drink together,” I suggested.

“I’d love a glass of wine,” Liz said, looping her arm around the man’s.

“Then we shall!” he chimed.

“Great,” Liz said.

We walked to the other side of the castle and entered the room. We might not have our powers, but we still had our strength. The room had the same dreary dark stone as the ballroom, and a metal chandelier hung in the center of the room. Heavy, red curtains hung from metal rods and covered huge windows. The large, cherry wood, four post bed was covered with a maroon bedspread and matching pillows.

As soon as the door shut, I sprang into action. I put my date in a chokehold, cutting off the airflow and forcing him to submit to me. His body went limp, and I gently laid him down. I didn’t want to hurt him, even though I should have to teach him a lesson about picking up girls that way, but at least he’d be incapacitated for a few hours.

Liz tapped me as soon as her date was also sleeping soundly on the floor. “Come on! Let’s get out of here.”

I opened the door, only to find a towering Immortal glaring at me. My stomach lurched as my feet lifted off the floor, and I wondered how the man had retained his Immortal powers, since mine and Liz’s were obviously blocked. My only guess was that Ethano had somehow found a loophole, granting power only to those who were on his side.

The man grabbed my ring and turned it over. “You’re Immortal! I thought so.”

“What gave me away?”

“You forced my friend to hit himself in the face. Only an Immortal could command someone to do such a thing.”

I knew there was no use denying it and little chance of him letting us go, but I had to try. “You are right. I am Immortal,” I admitted, hoping he might show a little respect.

My feet touched the floor as he released me. “My apologies, ma’am. I’ll inform Ethano that there was a case of mistaken identity, and you’ll be immediately released.”

I laughed inwardly, knowing that Ethano would never order my release—not in a million years.

“Thank you,” Liz said.

He smiled at her. “I’d love to spend more time in your company before you leave.”

Liz nudged me. “Told you this dress was a winner.” She then turned to the Immortal. “I’d love too.”

His eyes lit up, and he grinned. Liz always had that effect on men, and they tended to fall at her feet. Still, I knew she was only playing a part. The only man for my sister was Charles, and she would never be with anyone else. Nevertheless, we needed the Immortal to let down his guard. In the blink of an eye, Liz grabbed a heavy vase and hit him over the head.

I didn’t waste another second. With Immortal speed, I grabbed Liz’s hand and stepped around him.
I raced through the stone corridors and up a set of winding stairs, then dashed around a corner. We ducked into the nearby alcove in the stone wall of a recessed window.
My heart raced as I heard his footsteps fast approaching. “We can take him,” I said, “two against one.”

Liz shook her head. “Uh-uh. He’s too strong, or else I would’ve taken him on back there. He has powers, and we don’t.”

Shouts and more footsteps echoed in the air. A shudder shot through me as I realized others had joined him.

Liz gripped my hand. “Fighting one Immortal is hard enough, let alone an army of them.”

“We’d better make a run for it,” I whispered.

We hurried down the lonely, dark corridor. Firelight from the torches bounced off the shiny armor that was hung on the stone walls. A red ball of light whizzed past my ear and crashed into the wall.

I turned left and raced down the hall as more red balls of light flew over my head. Suddenly, I was paralyzed and dropped to the ground. I couldn’t move my hands or my feet or even a finger, and not one word could eke its way out of my mouth.

An Immortal picked me up and flung me over his shoulder like luggage. I couldn’t even fight him or see if Liz was okay. My heart raced, and I knew I was in trouble.

 

  


Chapter 11

Immortal ropes tied my hands, and the man set me down in the middle of the room next to Liz. I shot her a terrified glance, then glanced around. All of the peasant girls who’d refused to attend the event were gathered and watching us.

“Do these women look familiar?” an Immortal said to the women.

The girls nodded and murmured that they’d seen us before.

“This is one of the girls we caught today,” an Immortal said, shoving me on my knees. “She refused to cooperate with tonight’s event, and now I’m going to make an example of her.” When he whipped out his long sword, the girls gasped. “If you don’t cooperate,” the man said to the cowering girls, “you will die!”

Pain exploded in my head as the black-haired man yanked my hair back.

“Any last words?” he asked.

“Yes!” I struggled to look up at him. “You know I’m Immortal, so why are you doing this?”

“You were captured, and that makes you our property, Immortal or not.”

“They broke the rules!” one of the men roared. “She and her sister must pay. We rule with an iron fist and make no exceptions for traitors.”

The Immortal raised the sword over my head, ready to kill me for my disobedience. He wanted to make an example of me so no other girl would ever challenge his power in the castle; he wanted them to know they were worth nothing, completely expendable, and that they’d be killed for the slightest indiscretion and quickly replaced by another helpless girl.

For a brief second, when I realized there was no hope, I actually pondered calling for Ethano, hoping he would convince his men not to harm an Immortal.

The Immortal lifted his sword, as if he were ready to behead me right then and there. Memories of William holding a sword over my head flooded my head. The same kind of fear immobilized me. My captor stood behind me and my cuffed hand touched his pants in a feeble attempt to stop him, and a flash of light overcame me. When I opened my eyes, I was watching the scene unfold before me. It was like watching TV or a movie, similar to my experience in Helena’s cave. I saw the man deliver the fatal blow to me, and I heard Liz scream. I opened my eyes quickly, and a blinding headache was throbbing behind my eyes. I’d seen a vision of what was about to happen in seconds, and it terrified me even more than facing my adversary. I’d once heard that an unborn baby can feel everything that the mother experiences, and I only hoped my son could not feel my fear.

I glanced down at my belly to talk to my son, the tiny, miraculous baby growing inside of me.
Pure, unconditional love poured out.
I want you to know that I love you so much, and I want nothing more than to hold you in my arms. In order for that to happen, then I must do something drastic to ensure our survival. Just know that you’re in my heart, in my soul. Be brave, little one. We’ll survive. I promise you that.

The Immortal now stood to the side of me, getting in the perfect position to kill me. I had no control over the nightmarish predicament in which I was caught. It was in that life-or-death moment that I boldly made a choice to save our lives. “Get Ethano,” I shouted. “I’ve got what he wants, and he won’t let this man harm me for the sake of our baby!”

A chorus of gasps and mutters exploded in the room.

“No,” Liz begged. “Don’t, Sarah!”

But I had too; Ethano was the only way out of that mess. “I had a vision, Liz.”

“A vision?”

“They’re gonna kill us if we don’t do something! I saw myself die! We don’t really have a choice.”

As much as I loathed asking for Ethano, I didn’t have any other options. I needed to live so my baby could be born and have a chance at life. My baby had saved my life back at the ceremony, and now I was going to save his. Tears welled up in my eyes as I remembered the vivid picture of that smiling, happy little boy who so resembled his handsome father. My son’s life was precious, and he deserved a chance. I refused to destroy him because of my pride. Even if I fell into Ethano’s clutches, I could always attempt an escape.

“Ethano is the father? Does he know?” the man asked.

“If you kill me without discussing it with Ethano, he will avenge my death for the rest of your days.”

“Pay her no mind! She’s spewing lives to save her head!” one said.

“But what if she isn’t?” the other retorted.

“What could it hurt to check out our story?” I yelled.

Seemingly unfazed, he lifted the sword, ready to deliver the death blow that would end me and my precious baby.

“I’m Queen Fesque!” I shouted.

“Queen Fesque?” he said as confusion washed over him. He turned to the other men. “Ethano has been hunting for her most feverishly. There is a high price on her pretty little head.”

“Spare our lives, and he will reward you handsomely,” Liz said.

“Get Ethano,” a man demanded of one of his nearby soldiers, and I never thought I’d be so happy to hear those words.

“How did you manage to abduct the queen of Tastia?” one of the men shouted.

“She was trying to rescue one of the girls,” another shouted. “She was dressed like the rest of the peasants.”

The blond Immortal from the bedroom walked in. He was drawn straight to Liz like a magnet and gripped her wrist. “I’ll take this one. I don’t care what you do with the other one.”

“She’s my sister!” Liz screamed.

“Ethano will want Princess Gloria. Ask him before you take her away,” I said, knowing that Ethano wouldn’t let anyone touch Liz, as long as I complied with his wishes.

The man met my gaze and reached out his hand. “Please stand, Majesty.”

I complied.

“Why didn’t you identify yourself in the beginning? Why the charade?” he asked.

I paused a moment before I answered, “Because I was trying to find something in your castle that I desperately want.”

“Too bad you didn’t find it,” Ethano said.

I stared at those evil eyes and that psychotic smile. Those fancy clothes of his didn’t fool me for a minute.

“Looks as if you’ve only found yourself in a very tough situation—again,” he mocked.

I looked at him, unable to speak. Seeing him again brought back too many bad memories, and the death of my husband replayed in my mind. It hadn’t been Victor, but I’d thought it was at the time, and the crushing feelings I’d felt were real and devastating. I’d never get the vision out of my head.

The Immortal who was so attracted to Liz waved for Ethano’s attention. “I want the princess.”

For the first time, Liz looked terrified. She knew as well as I did that there was no longer time for fun and games. It was real life, and we’d been dealt quite a blow. She knew she was defenseless against the towering Immortal who threatened to rape her, his eyes rolling lustfully over her breasts as he ran a hand down the curves of her body.

Ethano turned to face the Immortal. “The princess is under my protection…for now.”

I let out a tiny sigh of relief. I knew it wouldn’t last long, though, and soon I’d be bargaining with the devil himself to save Liz.

“If the queen and I can’t come up with a compromise, then you can have her,” Ethano said.

Liz glared. “No!”

The Immortal stroked Liz’s hair and smiled wickedly. “And have her I will—over and over again,” he said.

Liz struggled in her bindings, but they were meant to hold Immortals. No matter how hard we tried, there was no breaking free from them.

Ethano eyed me up and down, then cupped my face. “You look stunning, my Queen.”

I turned my face so I didn’t have to look at him. It was the moment I’d dreaded for so long.

“You’re the woman I wish to spend the night with,” he said smugly.

It took everything I had to bite my tongue.

“I’ve been trying to get my hands on you for the past month, and here you are, dressed like a proper lady, in my very own castle. Tell me, to what do I owe this honor?”

“I know Victor’s here,” I spat.

He cocked his head. “And what makes you think that?”

“Stop playing games, Ethano!” Liz said. “We know!”

He rolled his eyes, then met my gaze. “With all due respect, Queen, I truly dislike your sister.”

“What do you want us to do?” one of the Immortals asked.

“That shall be up to Sarah,” he said.

“And what does that mean exactly?” I retorted.

“Will you accompany me upstairs? And answer carefully, for your decision now will decide your fate.”

“I am not your whore,” I spat.

He ran a hand down my cheek, then glanced at the Immortal holding the sword. “Kill her.”

“No!” Liz yelled.

The soldier lifted his blade, and my stomach fluttered. Then it hit me:
There is no way he’ll kill me. He’s just playing mind games again. Ethano looked at the swordsman, and I realized he was giving him mental commands. I was ready to call his bluff and take charge of the situation. I met his gaze straight on and said what I knew to be true, “You won’t kill me.”

“I assure you, Majesty, I will. Do not toy with me.”

“You want my baby. If you kill me, it will destroy the son you so desperately want to possess.”

He nodded, as if impressed by my knowledge, stunned that I’d read him so clearly. “She’s right,” he said, glancing at the swordsman. “Kill her sister.”

“No!” I shouted.

Ethano motioned for the swordsman to stop and wait for his next command. Then he inched closer, until his breath was brushing my neck. “Shall we make the same deal we made at the temple? I will spare Liz’s life once again for one night with you.”

“That’s not enough,” I said. “You know why I came here, so surely you must know what I want.”

His cold eyes narrowed into slits. “You haven’t a large enough bargaining chip to convince me to free Victor, milady.”

“I want to see him,” I demanded. “Take me too him.”

“I cannot allow that.”

Rage poured through me. “And why not, you pig?”

He gripped my chin tightly. “If you do not start being more respectful, you’ll spend the next nine months in a dungeon.”

I glared at him with intense hatred.

“Then again, perhaps that is something you might enjoy.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked.

“Victor threw you in a dungeon, and you loved it so much that you decided to marry him.”

He was trying to bait me, and I knew it. I had to bite my tongue and play nice, or he’d never agree to let me see Victor. “I apologize for my outburst. I just want to see him long enough to tell him that he has a son.”

He paused for a moment, then smiled. “Wouldn’t that be the perfect revenge? Perhaps I should grant you that one wish.”

I hated the control he had over me, but as much as it sickened me, I kissed his lips. “Please?”

Confusion washed over his face. It was the first time I’d ever shown him affection, fake as it was, and he was utterly dumbfounded. “I will spare Elizabeth’s life and let you tell Victor your news,” Ethano said. “I will even keep my men from defiling your poor sister.”

I shot him a seductive look. “You’ll let Liz go, along with all of these girls.”

“I am not in the business of making bargains,” he whispered in my ear. “I just want to ravage every inch of your body.”

“Then do it,” I said.

He smiled, taken aback by my comment. “Prove that you mean it.” He pulled out his dagger and cut my bindings.

“I’ve already shown you.”

“Show me again,” he said.

Ethano had called my bluff, and I was furious. When he bent down to kiss me, I softly kissed his lips as I ran my hands through his hair. “You will set the girls free and let my sister go. You’ve spared my husband’s life all this time, so I owe you. Let me make it up to you.”

He pondered my offer for a moment, as if wondering whether my statement was sincere. I could tell Ethano was caving, falling for it. I’d never thought of myself as a woman of seduction, but it was working like a charm, and I couldn’t have been happier about that. After a moment, he glanced at the Immortal guarding the door. “Free the girls…now.”

“But, milord—”

“Free all those you captured today,” he ordered, “but today only.”

The man’s gaze swept over the girls with disdain. “You’re free to go. Let me show you the way out of the castle.”

Cries of joy flooded the room as they laughed and hugged one another.

Yolanda met my gaze. “Thank you,” she said.

I smiled at her, then turned to Ethano. “Thank you,” I said, “but what about my sister?”

“I released the women as a gesture of good faith on my part. I will let Liz go in the morning, once you’ve filled your obligations, Highness.”

“Let me see Victor and let Liz see Charles.”

“Very well.” Ethano escorted us down a series of long, twisting corridors. It was quite the labyrinth, and I knew I’d never find my way back. There were far too many Immortals there for us to battle, and without our powers, we were totally helpless. Fortunately, I had other plans. I fingered the crystal necklace around my neck, praying it would work. The old woman had told me that I’d have to touch the crystal with my thumb to activate it, then touch it again when it turned blue, and anyone who was touching me at the time would go with me. I went over the plan again and again in my head as we walked.

Ethano led us down to the musty basement, to a door that led to the tomb where Victor and Charles were being held prisoner. He gripped my wrist tightly. “One false move on your part, and your sister and husband die here.”

“I only want to tell him that I’ve conceived his child. He deserves to know,” I said softly.

“Then tell him and make it quick.”

The metal door creaked open, pushed by one of Ethano’s loyal soldiers. Peeking inside, my heart jumped. Victor was shackled in chains, and he looked tired and worried, but he was alive. I wanted to hug him so badly, but Ethano wouldn’t let go of me.

He motioned to Liz first. “Go ahead, Princess.”

She raced inside and jumped into the arms of Charles.

My eyes swept over the dark stone covering the walls, lit by orange, flickering flames. The dirt floor was littered with skeletal remains. I couldn’t believe Victor had been chained inside that hell-hole for weeks. It was obvious that he’d lost his powers too.

I yanked my hand from Ethano’s grip. “Let me go!”

“Make wise use of your time, Highness. You have little of it, for I’m anxious to escort you to my chambers,” Ethano said before he shoved me inside.

Victor cast him a hard stare; if looks could have killed, Ethano would have been dead on his feet. I hadn’t seen Victor in nearly a month, and my heart raced as I stared at his unkempt face and bloodshot eyes. Weeks earlier, I’d thought I’d never ever see him again. I had attended his funeral and cried over a million tears. My world had been torn apart, filled with darkness, but now Victor stood before my eyes like some radiant beam—like an absolute dream. It was as if all time was standing still, and there was nobody else in the world but us.

Victor’s jaw was shadowed with dark stubble. His clothes were wrinkled and dirty, not the same ones I’d last seen him in. His hair was neatly tied back, not greasy at all. Someone had obviously been taking care of him to some degree, and whoever it was, I couldn’t have been more thankful for their kindness.

I felt Ethano’s menacing gaze and glanced over my shoulder. “I need privacy,” I said. “This is a very delicate matter.”

Much to my surprise, Ethano nodded, then turned and left.

I passed by Liz and Charles, who were off in the corner, kissing.

“Did Ethano touch you?” my lover asked. “Did he lay his hands on you?”

“No, Victor.”

“Thank God,” he said.

I met his eyes and rushed into his waiting arms just as the heavy door heaved shut. I wrapped my arms around Victor, holding him close.

He cupped my face, his eyes welling with tears. “Sarah…”

I touched his hand that was resting on my face. “I-I can’t believe I’ve found you.”

Time and space lost all meaning as we stared into each other’s eyes. Victor was the eternal fire burning deep down inside of me. He was my best friend, my other half, the person who completed me, and I would love him to the end of time. The entire moment was beautiful, intense, and extremely surreal. I wasn’t even sure if I could explain it in words. We shared a connection, a bond, an instant magnetism—the inexplicable attraction that pulls soulmates together.

“I-I thought you were dead,” I cried.

He put my hand on his heart. “Do you feel that?”

“Yes! I can feel your vibrant heartbeat. How could we have been so wrong?” I sucked in a trembling breath. “We had a funeral for you, and your kingdom mourned their king.”

“Imagine their surprise when they find out I’m alive,” he said with a gleam in his eye.

I laughed through the tears. “I’ve imagined this moment a million times in my head. Am I dreaming?” I touched his face, my voice wavering.

“Sarah, I am entirely real.” He brushed his lips against mine, kissing them softly.

“I love you so much,” I said, gazing into his eyes.

He cupped my cheeks. “I love you too.”

“I thought I’d never see you again.”

Victor wiped away the tears that were flowing down my cheeks. “I’m here now.”

I smiled through more tears. “We belong together, Victor. I couldn’t breathe without you.”

“Forever,” he said, kissing me softly on the lips.

“You’re my best friend, my lover, my husband, my destiny. I want to be with you forever, and I have a plan to get us out of here so we can make that happen. I will remember this day for the rest of my life—the day you came back to me and my dead heart started beating again.”

“I thought you dead as well, my love. That liar Ethano told me he killed you in the shape-shifting ceremony.” His voice wavered, and the troubled expression on his face said it all. He clung tightly to me. “Now that I know you are alive and well, I shall never let you go. We must be together.”

I frowned. “He’s taken over our castle and so many others, Victor. He practically owns the whole world.”

His lips pressed into grim lines. “I know, but if we can escape, we’ll fight and take it back.”

“He also has his claws in the Immortal Council and practically every country in this world.”

“Where is King Taggert?”

“Presumed dead. I’m afraid Ethano’s won this round,” I said sadly.

His gaze narrowed. “I will die before I give up. Why are you giving up so easily? You love our kingdom just as much as I do.”

“Because he’s—”

“Pay that Ethano no mind. I will not let him take my kingdom from me. I will fight, Sarah, until the very end.”

There wasn’t time to plead my case, because I knew Ethano would be back any minute. “If you fight, you will die, Victor. I’ve…seen the prophecy.”

“I don’t know what you saw,” he said, grabbing my hand and squeezing it tightly, “but we will fight and take back what is ours.”

“He will kill both of us, Victor. If you fight, he will win.”

He looked so damn stubborn. “My mission in life has always been to fight and protect my castle, my country, my people. I cannot run out of fear.”

I gripped his hands. “I understand, Victor, but we must leave through the portal. It’s the only way.”

He looked away, clearly hating the idea, and tried to change the subject. “How did you find me?”

“It’s a long story.”

He blinked. “Please don’t tell me you made a deal with the devil.”

“I did, but there’s a loophole he didn’t count on.” I pointed to the crystal hanging around my neck. “This will transport us to my world, and he will not be able to follow.”

“Where did you get that?” he asked.

“Helena,” I said.

“You found her?”

“Yes.”

He shook his head. “I cannot flee, Sarah.”

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Not even for the sake of your unborn son?” When confusion flooded his features, I smiled and placed his hands gently on my stomach. “Victor, we’re having a baby!”

He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out as tears welled up in his eyes. I could tell how touched, happy, and amazed he was, and that pleased me more than anything. There was no way to hold back the flow of emotions between us. We had created a beautiful human being out of perfect love, and I couldn’t wipe the blissful smile off my face.

He gripped my shoulders, his face beaming. “This is the most wonderful day of my life. First, I find that my love is alive, and now you tell me that you are carrying our child.”

I smiled through more tears. “It’s fantastic, but I can’t do this without you. I need you now more than ever.”

“I will always be here for you.” His hands moved to my stomach. “I already love you and our child more than anything in any world.”

I couldn’t speak, completely choked up by emotion.

“We’ll give our child the best life,” he said. “I will make a deal with Ethano and get us out of here. I have important information that he’s been seeking for a long time.”

“Victor, it doesn’t matter what information you have,” I whispered. “He will not let me go.”

“He’s been seeking this information for hundreds of years. I’m sure it’s why he hasn’t killed me yet.”

“Whatever it is, he’s past that. I talked to Helena. According to her, his main focus now is taking away our baby. He’ll keep us alive until the child is born.” I squeezed my eyes shut at the horrible thought. “Then, after the baby is born—”

“No! I’ll never let that happen.” His voice wavered as he embraced me in a tight hug. “He will not lay one finger on our son!” He sucked in a trembling breath. “Not our only child!”

I hugged him more tightly as a tear rolled down my cheek. The emotion pouring from him nearly killed me, but he needed to know the truth. “I’ve seen the prophecy myself. Ethano will raise our child to destroy cities and murder countless people.”

“No!” Victor said. “We can’t let this happen, Sarah.”

“Do you think Helena could be wrong?”

“She has never failed me before. I fear what she says is true.”

“In that case, we should heed her advice. We need to leave through the portal. It’s the only way to save this world from utter destruction.”

“But leaving Ethano in charge will ruin the world,” Victor said.

“It will not be perfect, but he won’t destroy the world without our son.”

The steel door creaked open. “Time is up, my Queen,” Ethano said.

I cringed when I noticed that the necklace wasn’t ready and hadn’t turned blue. I shot Liz a terrified look. “We need more time,” I muttered under my breath. “We have to stall him just a little bit longer.”

“I’m on it.” Liz inched toward Ethano. “You can’t begin to understand the pain I’m feeling,” she said seductively.

“Don’t lecture me on pain,” he roared. “Victor and Della have caused me much pain and grief.”

“Please give us a little more time,” Liz begged, even though it probably wouldn’t work because the man was virtually heartless.

“No, Princess.”

“Ethano, I’ve been thinking…” Liz continued, cautiously approaching him.

He met her gaze. “What is it?”

She cupped his face. “I want you to take me for the night instead of Sarah,” she said seductively. “She is with child, and I’m not.”

Charles didn’t look happy about it, but she was simply trying to buy us some time and would never actually go through with letting Ethano paw her.

Ethano lifted his hand high in the air. A gush of wind swirled, and Liz flew back, hitting the wall, crashing down to the ground.

“Liz!” Charles fought the chains that held him to the wall.

I raced over to her, my heart racing. “Are you okay?” I asked frantically.

“Guess that was a no. Can you believe he turned me down in this dress?” She rubbed the back of her head. “Maybe you oughtta give it a try,” she whispered. “He seems to have a thing for you.”

A cold chill shot through me as Ethano grabbed my wrist once again. “Let’s go!”

“Leave her alone!” Victor yelled. “I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”

“I don’t want to hear your lies,” he spat.

“Just let Sarah go, and I’ll tell you everything.”

He grinned at Victor. “Not a chance, Victor. I am going to enjoy your wife all night, until the sun rises in the morning.”

Victor lunged, but the Immortal chains rattled loudly, pulling him back.

I had to think of something to stall Ethano, and I only had a few moments. I knew the necklace would be ready any second. I decided to stir up a conversation and glanced up at Ethano. “What did Victor do to you that was so awful? If I’m married to a monster, I need to know.”

He glared at Victor. “He ruined my life.”

I cocked a brow. “But you still sat on the Royal Court for hundreds of years with him.”

“I did, waiting for the perfect moment to plot his demise. When he married a human, breaking our rules, I knew he’d pay. I made it my personal mission to find you.”

I rolled my eyes. “So you could take me to court and have me executed? Then, when that didn’t work, you poisoned Victor.”

“He should not have survived,” Ethano hissed, “but things happen for a reason. When I tried to sacrifice you, fate stepped in for the third time to save your life from my hand. Clearly, destiny demands that you be by my side.”

I swallowed hard, realizing that Ethano was delusional.
What woman would want to be with a man who tried to kill her three times?
Besides that, the prophecy had clearly shown that I’d be dead after my baby was born.

“Della and I never meant for things to get so out of control,” Victor shouted, “but that was hundreds of years ago. Do not take this out on Sarah! She wasn’t even born when those horrible events took place, and she knows nothing of any of it!”

“After I bed your wife, I will tell her all about the monster you really are!” he shouted.

Ethano’s eye’s turned into those of a wild man, and I knew Victor had struck a sore spot. I wondered what he’d done to make Ethano so angry with him, so obsessed with Victor’s demise.

“Trust me,” his voice roared. “Della will be the next to pay.”

“Leave her alone!” Charles shouted.

“I only kept you alive so your precious mother can watch you die. When I find her, your time shall be up.” He gripped my wrist even tighter and turned to the guard in charge. “Keep Charles alive, but I have no more use for Victor. He sickens me, and I don’t want to hear or see him ever again.”

“Ethano,” Victor said, “listen to reason. I will spill every secret I know, and then you can kill me, but you must let Sarah go in peace.”

“No, Victor!” I clutched my chest. He was willing to die so that I could live and deliver his baby. It was as admirable as it was heartbreaking, and again I was on an emotional rollercoaster.
When will the ride stop already?

He glanced back at the guard. “This discussion is over. Kill him…and make sure he suffers.”

“No!” I screamed, my voice echoing in the confined space. “That wasn’t our deal.” The moment of truth had come, and we needed to make a quick departure, but the necklace wasn’t blue. Helpless to save my beautiful king, I let out a trembling breath.

 

  


Chapter 12

The guards harshly threw Victor down on his knees, and I gasped as I saw an Immortal heading over with a giant sword. “Please don’t do this,” I begged, looking up at Ethano with my heart thundering behind my ribs. “Let him go, and I’ll do whatever you want.”

“You’ll do exactly as I say whether he’s alive or dead.”

“But…wouldn’t you want to kill Victor and Della at the same time?” I said, trying anything to stall him. I wondered why the necklace wasn’t working and feared that it was a fake. For a moment, I even worried that Helena was working for Ethano.
I’ve been delivered straight into Ethano’s hands, and there’s no way to escape.
Had I known I was going to lose my powers and that the necklace would turn out to be nothing more than cheap costume jewelry, I would never have entered the castle, and we would have made different plans to rescue Victor. My fate was sealed; I was destined to be with Ethano. The thought sickened me.
Will I ever look at myself the same way?
Even if I was condemned into Ethano’s hands, I could still fight for Victor’s life. I knew if I could keep him alive, we could eventually come up with an escape plan.

Victor was on his knees as Immortals held him down. He struggled in their grasp, his chains clanking as he fought against their strong grip. I couldn’t bear to watch Victor murdered in front of me again. I knew my heart couldn’t take it—not again.

“Ethano!” I screamed. “Spare his life, and I’ll do anything to keep you happy.”

“Isn’t it obvious, Majesty?” he said. “The thing that will make me happiest is for Victor to die.”

Suddenly, a blue flash caught my eye. Glancing down, I noticed the necklace was ready. It had worked after all, and my heart thundered again—this time with anticipation. If I could just reach Victor…

“Ethano,” I said, “let me be next to Victor as he meets his maker.” I knew it would be of little use to beg him to stop. “Please let me ease his pain as he prepares for death without a priest.”

Unbelievably, he nodded and let go of me. “There’s no time, but you may ease his suffering by holding his hand.”

I raced over and touched my husband’s hand, then used my free hand to touch the necklace. Everything slowed down around me. I could see the executioner’s sword swinging down; it was just inches from Victor’s neck when we were sucked through a swirling blue vortex. My heart pounded in my chest, and I barely inhaled as I let my gaze wander. I felt something in the pit of my stomach: a slow, uneasy pull, growing stronger by the second. I squeezed my eyes shut in an attempt to tune out the ringing in my ears, the tug on my body intensifying, almost like a rubber band being pulled taut.
Rings vibrated in various colors, dancing around the walls of the tunnel that we were traveling through at light speed.

Then, suddenly, I felt soft grass beneath me.
Am I…back in California? Did the necklace really work?
I slowly pulled myself into a sitting position. When I fluttered my eyes open, golden sunlight shone on my face. Towering trees, chirping birds, and ferns surrounded me; clearly, I was in a forest. A cold breeze blew through my hair as goosebumps pimpled my arms. It was freezing beneath the thin fabric of the fancy dress. Jumping to my feet, I called for Victor and the others.

“Sarah!” Victor called.

I was trying to follow the sound of his voice, when he suddenly burst through the leafy vegetation and swung me in his arms. “We made it!” I said.

“We did,” he said, brushing his lips across mine in the most romantic of kisses.

“Guess you’re stuck with me,” I said, gazing into his eyes.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

I cupped his face. “I can’t imagine my life without you, Victor.”

He kissed me slowly, then touched my stomach. “And our baby fares well, I hope.”

“He’s fine,” I said. “He will be raised by his own parents, and he’ll have the best life with us.”

Victor embraced me in a tight hug. I’d never been happier. I had my loving husband and would give birth to a beautiful son. Against all odds, we’d survived. I had survived the hellish trials, and we’d come out of it together—just like we were meant to be. Victor and I had felt the icy grips of death, but even those couldn’t tear us apart. In the end, we had prevailed, we had succeeded, we had won!

My thoughts quickly flashed to my sister and her husband. “Did Liz and Charles make it through okay?” I asked. I couldn’t bear to think we’d left them behind to face Ethano’s wrath.

“We made it, sis!” Liz shouted as she broke through the tangle of ferns.

When I caught Charles’s gaze, with his tied-back blond hair, muscular build, and stunning blue eyes, it dawned on me that he and Victor would both stand out in our world. I wondered for a moment if our kingly husbands would be able to make a modern-day career out of modeling, and the thought of Victor on a runway made me giggle.

Charles smiled, then walked over and hugged me. “Thank you for getting us out of there.”

I smiled back. “You’re family, and that’s what family does for one another.” My heart jumped for joy, knowing we’d all made it safe and alive.

“We’re back in California!” Liz yelled, shaking my shoulder. “Looks like we’re right outside Sabrino Cave.” She glanced around, her eyes widening. “I haven’t been here since our camping trip, back when we were teenagers.”

I touched her back, realizing the memories would be difficult to cope with. “I know. I’m here for you, Liz.”

“I remember everything,” she said, stepping toward the entrance, “just like it was yesterday.”

“Sarah!” Victor called.

I spun around and walked toward him.

The cold wind ruffled his hair. “You used the necklace.”

“Yes.”

He glanced around at his surrounding as confusion flooded through him. “Where are we? I have scoured my kingdom, and I do not recognize this place.”

“California, the place I told you all about. This is where the portal is located in my world.” I pointed to the cave off to the left of us.

“My world is back through the cave?” he asked.

“Yes, Tastia is just through there—so close, yet so far away.”

I wished I’d had more time to discuss our move with him, but I had no choice but to drag him along with me, with or without his permission. “I know you didn’t want to come here, but if I hadn’t used the necklace, you’d be dead, and I shudder to think what Ethano would have done with me.”

“She’s right,” Charles said. “I watched you two disappear seconds from that blade removing your head.”

“We came right after you did,” Liz said.

Victor hugged me tightly. “Thank you, Sarah. I’m forever in your debt.”

I snuggled into his chest. “I would never let him kill you—not again.”

“We must find a way back so we can gather troops and fight. We’ll take back our castle and land. The important thing is that you and the baby are safe.”

“Maybe we should stay here until the baby grows up,” I said. “Our son will need both of his parents, Victor.”

“We’ll discuss it more later,” Victor said, giving me a reassuring squeeze.

I knew he would need time to adjust, and pressuring him for an answer wasn’t the way to go. Victor was a mighty warrior who’d lost his kingdom. It would not be an easy transition for one who’d spent his entire life living in royalty, for hundreds of years. Now, he was just an average person in a new world he knew nothing about, like a lost tourist. I remembered feeling that discombobulated in his world, and I wanted to help him navigate ours.

I slowly spun in a slow circle. Sabrino Cave stood directly in front of me. As I stared at the cavern entrance, memories of the Bigfoot expedition exploded in my head…

I turned to Adam. “Did we get those shrieking calls on audio?”

“Sure did,” Adam said.

“Good.”

Frank shook my shoulder. “Are you crazy? Messing around with the local wildlife is beyond dangerous. I’m sure it’s just a bear or a big cat or—”

I brushed his hand off. “Look, Frank, you’ve done nothing but shoot down all my research on television, in your newspaper and magazine articles, and in your new book. If you’re so sure this is fake, some kind of staged crap, or that it’s just some nature show, why don’t you go in and see for yourself?”

Frank took a step back. “All you’ve got here is a trapped wild animal. Sure, I was hoping to get my shirt ripped off when I came looking for you, but not by a bear.”

I ignored him and grabbed a tuft of coarse, dark hair from the cavern entrance. I squinted to get a good look at it in the darkness. “This isn’t from a bear, and whatever it is, I’m going to capture the thing on film. Adam, please bag this.”

“You got it, boss.”

I opened up the lens on the camera and adjusted the settings. “People, we’re about to solve one of the biggest unsolved mysteries of the twenty-first century.”

Beth knelt, her eyes wide. “Look, Sarah. We got prints.”

Large, humanoid footprints were clear in the mud, and the sight of them sent a shiver down my spine. It wasn’t human, ape, gorilla or chimpanzee, unless they came in XXL. “Get measurements of these. Steven, swing that camera over here and get them on film.”

Beth stretched out a tape measure next to one of the fresh tracks indented in the mud.

“Tracks in the mud? C’mon, Sarah. You know as well as I do that this doesn’t mean anything,” Frank muttered.

I shook my head. “Anyone here wear a Size 20 shoe?” The footprints appeared to be roughly nineteen inches long and eight inches wide, with a long stride and five discernible toes. Who’d go running around barefoot in ice-cold mud? “No one step on these prints. They’re the evidence we need. I’ll cast them in a minute.”

She focused and snapped her camera. “Frank, myths don’t leave tracks,” she spat at him.

“Wish me luck, people,” I said, turning my gaze toward the cave entrance. “I’m going in.”

I shook my head, returning to the present time, still pointing at the cave. “This is where my life changed forever,” I said. “I left my Bigfoot expedition and entered your Immortal world.”

“The day I met you,” Victor said, wrapping an arm around my waist.

“I can’t believe I’m back,” I said in shock.

“You ran an expedition with a fifty-member team?” Liz asked.

“My team was fantastic, but the average person thought I was nuts. I didn’t care though. There was nothing I wouldn’t do to find you, Liz.”

She smiled. “You found me…and you brought me home.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “Thanks, Sarah.”

“I never gave up hope—not ever,” I said. “I knew you were alive, and I promised Mom and Dad that I’d find you and bring you back.”

She hugged me tight, and I could tell she was fighting the urge to cry. “I can’t begin to tell you how emotional this is for me,” she said, her voice quivering uncharacteristically.

Charles wrapped an arm around her. “You’ve told me so much about your world. I can’t wait to experience it with you.”

She snuggled into him. “It’s freezing out here. It must be winter. I wish I had a coat.”

Charles smiled and tried to warm her by rubbing his hands up and down her chilly arms. He didn’t seem to mind being in California, and he loved Liz so much that as long as he was with her, nothing else mattered. Charles was perfect for my sister. Not only was he loyal, but he also loved her with all of his heart. The two of them had been through so much, including the accidental death of Charles’s sister, Gloria. He proven time and time again that he’d be with her through thick and thin. She’d truly found a gem, and I was happy for both of them.

Liz let out a long squeal and looped her arm in Charles’s. “Are you ready to step into uncharted territory like a true adventurer?”

“Let the adventure begin!” he declared.

Liz grinned. “I’ve got so much to show you. I’m gonna blow your mind!”

 

  


Chapter 13

We hiked through the dense woods and finally made our way to the main road. When the familiar sound of a car engine echoed in the air, Charles and Victor jumped, but I couldn’t help but smile.

Liz lifted my hand up in the air in excitement. “We’re back in the world of cars. No more horses!”

Charles spun toward the sound. “What was that?”

“Relax,” Liz said, gripping his hand. “It’s our way out of here.”

A red pickup was speeding toward us, and I hurried to the edge of the road.

Victor pulled me back. “Sarah, don’t.”

“It’s fine,” I assured him. “Just think of it like a mechanical horse. I told you all about cars, remember?” When he let go of me, I waved the driver down, and he abruptly put on the brakes. Seeing and hearing the truck made me realize I was really back home, and my heart skipped a beat. For the last year, I’d traveled on nothing but horses, and I couldn’t wait to drive again.

The driver, not more than twenty, smiled from ear to ear. “What’s up with you guys? Where’s the renaissance fair?”

The other guy and girl chuckled, and then they all burst out in laughter. I should have expected jokes, considering the way we were dressed. As much as they were amazed with our clothes, Charles and Victor were amazed with theirs; they’d never seen t-shirts and jeans and leather jackets.

“Is this the type of attire I’ll be wearing?” Charles said.

Liz nodded. “Trust me, you’ll look fabulous in a pair of Levi’s.” She walked up to the window. “Good afternoon.”

“It’s morning, lady,” the driver said.

“Oh…uh, good morning then. We’re actors, see, and we like to get into character when we practice our scenes.” She shot me a smirk, and I smiled. My sister was always the dramatic type, but then again, so was I.

“You
really
get into character,” said the driver. “Aren’t you freezing without coats?”

“My friend took off with our coats in her car,” Liz lied. “We’re not from around here.”

He smiled even wider, obviously taken in by Liz’s outgoing nature and charm and likely her bouncing cleavage. “What brings you to Bluff Creek?”

I smiled. “Bigfoot. What else?”

“Surely you don’t believe in that Sasquatch crap.”

The other guy chimed in. “Hey, wait a minute! I
believe in that crap.”

Liz laughed and met his gaze. “You look like the open-minded type. Maybe I can tell you my secret.”

“What?” he asked, totally smitten by Liz.

“Me first,” I cut in. “I’m Sarah Larker, that Bigfoot researcher who disappeared over a year ago. Maybe you read about me.”

“Yeah, I remember the name. Papers said the boyfriend, Frank something-or-other, killed her in some jealous rage and buried her body somewhere in these woods.”

I swallowed hard, amazed that I’d become an urban legend. “Well, I assure you I’m still alive and kicking—and that Frank was not my boyfriend for very long.”

“So you’re some kind of ghost, huh?” he retorted.

“Okay, my turn now,” Liz said. “I’m an Immortal princess who just stepped through an ancient portal from my world to yours. If you don’t give me a ride, I’ll just be forced to take your truck.”

“You? Please! Maybe them.” He jokingly pointed to the guys.

“King Victor and Prince Charles?” Liz said.

“Boy, you guys really do get into character.”

Liz shifted her stance. “You should be far more worried about me than them.”

“How come, lady?”

“Because I have superpowers that’d totally blow your mind. I could easily compel you to forget everything and walk home.”

He laughed. “You’re so messing with me.”

The driver slugged him. “Of course she is, you idiot. Portal? Superpowers? Please!”

“I might have an open mind, but I’m not that gullible,” the guy in the passenger seat said.

“Would you like a demonstration?” Liz asked.

I nudged her. “Liz, behave.”

“She’s funny,” the driver said, shooting his buddy a look. “That’s the type of girl you should be dating.”

Liz laughed. “I have been known for my wicked sense of humor.” She smiled and leaned in. “All kidding aside, our ride left us. Think you guys can give us a lift into town?”

He nodded. “Sure. Hop in back.”

“You always travel with Greek gods?” the brunette asked, admiring Victor and Charles.

“Yup. The blond’s my husband,” Liz said, defending her territory.

“How about the dark-haired one?” the girl asked.

I grinned, proud to show him off. “He’s taken too. This is my husband, Victor.”

She smiled. “Lucky you. How did you meet?”

“Well, he kidnapped me and threw me in a dungeon,” I said.

She cocked a brow.

“Only until you decided to marry me,” Victor said.

“I was forced to say yes,” I said.

“I bet it didn’t take a lot of forcing,” she kidded. “Did you guys have a nice wedding?”

Victor leaned in. “It was wonderful, until she faked her own death and left me during the reception.”

“I did not fake my own death!” I retorted. “I was supposed to be hurt, not dead.”

“Mia was covered in blood, and she was supposed to be you.”

“Did you really expect me to stay with a tyrant?” I asked.

The girl was practically drooling over Victor already, and a bad-boy persona only made her want him more. “He’s a…tyrant?”

“Don’t worry, we’re past all that now. I started to see things differently when he kidnapped me a second time, when I was running for my life.”

“You surrendered yourself to me and my army,” Victor said.

“Only because we had Immortals on our butts.”

“If you would’ve stayed with me in the castle in the first place, you would’ve been safe.”

I looked at the girl and shrugged nonchalantly. “Everyone wanted me dead. They were all trying to kill Victor.”

“Yeah,” Liz said. “He only has, like, a million enemies.”

“That’s true, and the best way to get to him was to kill me because we were connected with one beating heart,” I said. “I had no idea when I ventured off from the castle how much danger I was in. I had a big X on my back.”

The girl laughed, nudging her friend. “They’re acting out their play. Let’s buy tickets online. We gotta go see it!”

“Hey,” I said, “can I use your cell? I need to call my father so he can pick me up in town.”

The driver reached in his pocket. “Here you go.”

I smiled. “Thanks.” I made a quick call, and my dad was elated and promised to meet us.

Victor stared at the truck and ran his hand across the hood. “This is how you transport yourself from place to place?” he asked the driver.

I reached for Victor’s hand. “It’s just like riding a horse, only way, way faster—and gas is more expensive than hay.”

“Dude, you act like you’ve never seen a truck,” the driver said.

“He’s getting back into character,” the girl said, laughing and staring at Victor’s blue eyes.

The guy chuckled. “You actors… You guys are definitely Hollywood material.” He hopped out and lowered the gate so we could all climb in the bed of his truck. “I bet you guys are hungry after practicing your lines all morning.”

“Please tell me you’ve got some modern-day junk food!” Liz said, her eyes lighting up.

He threw Liz a bag of potato chips, and she yelped in joy. “Mmm! I haven’t these in over ten years.”

“Seriously? Ten years?” the driver said. “Where in the hell have you been, lady? I thought they had Ruffles everywhere.”

“Did you hear a word I said?” Liz asked. “I was trapped in another dimension, another world.”

Charles nudged her, but it didn’t deter her.

The driver looked at me and shrugged. “Is she still acting?”

“She’s on a diet,” I whispered. “Hasn’t seen potato chips in forever.”

Manners went out the door, and Liz ripped the bag open and stuffed a whole handful of chips in her mouth. “Gosh, I missed these! All that salty greasiness…”

“Wow, that must’ve been some diet,” the guy said. “It’s not good to deprive yourself, or you’ll just… Whoa, look at you!” he said with a chuckle.

Liz and I burst out in laughter.

“Feel free to wrap up in the blankets back there,” the driver said.

“Thanks!” Liz said, opening a soft brown blanket for she and Charles to cuddle under.

I smiled as Victor wrapped us in a blue one; it felt so warm snuggling next to him. Liz was chowing down on chips when I grabbed the bag from her, laughing. “Hey, I’m the one with all the cravings, remember?”

“True, but I haven’t had a chip in a decade! Those guys aren’t getting anything back but an empty bag,” Liz said. “Whoa!”

“What?” I asked.

“Says here these things were almost four bucks! What’s with the inflation?”

“You’ve been gone a long time, Liz—a real long time.”

“Well, anyway, I hope they know I’m eating all of these. Giving Ruffles to potato chip-depraved women. Seriously, what were they thinking?”

“I know, right?”

Tires squealed as the truck sped off.

“Do you remember how much fun we used to have with those—”

“Those potato chip fights!” Liz threw a handful at me.

“Yeah, we’d stay up all night, raid the fridge, and watch all those old movies.” I grabbed a few chips and popped them in my mouth, savoring their flavor. “Mmm…” I pulled out another and handed it to Victor. “Try it.”

He bit into it, then swallowed. “Crunchy…salty. It’s quite different.”

“The crunchier and the saltier, the better! Wait till you try pizza!” Liz stood and held the bag up in the air, letting the wind rush through her hair. “Yeah, baby! Hey, California, it’s great to be back!” she roared. “Woooo-hooooo! I’m home! I’m really home.”

I smiled.

“Guess what I’m gonna do first!” Liz shouted through the roar of the wind.

“What, besides eating the junk food of strangers?”

“I’m gonna take a hot shower and put on a pair of blue jeans and tennis shoes, then order a pizza with extra cheese and pepperoni, then down the entire thing, followed by a two liter of Pepsi. And ice cream! I want to eat an entire gallon for dessert. Then I want to watch a movie and read a book!” She glanced down at me. “You got any good books?”

“I have hundreds of them on my Kindle.”

“Kindle? What’s that?”

I squeezed Victor’s hand and laughed. “She is almost as behind on the times as you, my love.”

“Seriously, what is it?” Liz asked.

“An e-book reader.”

“E-book, huh? You mentioned that before. What is it?”

“Nobody buys books anymore. They just download them. When we get to Mom’s house, I’ll show you hers.”

With my Immortal hearing, I could hear “Sweet Alabama” playing in the background. I nodded to the opening notes in the song.

Liz glanced down as her garments flew freely in the wind. “It’s such a great song, isn’t it? Even if we aren’t from Alabama.”

“The words ring so true,” I said. I was back home, in the world I knew and loved. I’d never thought I’d see California again, but there I was, and nothing could have been sweeter.

Liz tapped on the back window as we sped down the road. “Hey, boys, turn that song up!” She reached for my hand, and I stood. She held my arm up in the air as the wind gushed over us.

I loosened my bun and let my hair fly back and whip around in the wind.

“The Larker sisters have returned!” Liz yelled.

“Wooo-hooooo!” I screamed. Over the last year, I’d worked hard to fit in with the Royal Court. I’d dressed and acted the part, had gone to all the fancy dinners, and behaved. But now I was just letting it all go, and it felt wonderful. I intended to live life to the fullest. I knew every day was a gift, and I vowed to enjoy every single minute, hour, and every precious second I had with Victor. I felt like I had been given a second chance at happiness with him, and I wasn’t going to blow it. I’d love and cherish Victor forever, with twice the intensity of a thousand suns. I would never take him or life for granted again. When I met Victor’s gaze, he smiled, and that beautiful smile was all I’d ever need.

I could hear the guys talking in the cab of the truck, and one muttered something about how we were going to fly off if they hit one wrong bump. The other argued that they should just let us have our fun. We began singing the lyrics and dancing, and Victor smiled at us. He knew he could never hold down my carefree spirit, and that was one thing he loved about me.

Back in the other world, Liz had claimed she was fine with never coming back to California, but seeing her there like that, I could tell how excited and happy she was to be home. I had to admit that I felt the same way, and I was thrilled that I’d be able to show Victor my world. I hoped he’d love it just as much as I did.





Chapter 14

My father picked us up in town and had the biggest shock of his life when he learned Victor wasn’t dead. He drove us back home, which took hours, in complete shock and utter happiness. We warned my mother so she wouldn’t faint, thinking she was seeing a ghost.

Finally, I climbed out of her car and laid my eyes on the familiar brown, two-story house with the shutters on its windows, 2168 Halstead. I even admired the polished brass numbers that made up our address. I’d grown up there, and I could still picture Liz and myself as little girls, running across the giant yard, playing tag and hide-and-seek. I realized that before long, I might be able to watch my own children playing in that very yard; the thought brought tears to my eyes. My crazed hormones were making my emotions fly all over the place, and I was completely overwhelmed when I caught sight of the big oak tree in the front yard and the wooden swing on the porch.

Liz grabbed my arm, her voice wavering. “Is this a dream? Tell me I’m really home.”

I threw my arm around her. “We’re home, sis. We’re really home.”

My dad reached for a cigarette, then felt his pocket. “Forgot my lighter.”

“Dad,” Liz said, “you’ve got four lighters right here. We’re all Immortals, and we possess the power of fire.”

His brown eyes twinkled. “When you were five years old, I told you that you’re gifted and unique, but this isn’t what I quite had in mind.”

Liz smiled and lifted her hand. A tiny ball of red light, as big as a dime, appeared. She softly blew it, and the little fireball hovered above my dad’s hand, just long enough for him to light his cigarette. Then the red orb dissipated into the air.

He smiled and ran a hand through his short brown hair. “Thanks, Liz.”

“I thought you stopped smoking,” she said.

“After all I’ve been through…” He let out a breath. “Don’t even get me started.”

My dad had been ripped apart by Liz’s disappearance all those years ago, and when he thought he’d lost me too, his world had shattered. My dad had been to hell and back.

My mom screamed Victor’s name and hugged him. “Victor, you’re alive!” He embraced her in his arms and hugged her tightly. My mom loved Victor after only knowing him a short time, and they got along beautifully. I could see how happy she was that he was alive. She then hugged me, Liz, and Charles, wiped the tears from her brown eyes, then said, “I thought I’d lost Liz, then Sarah when she disappeared during the expedition.” She clutched her chest. “Dark waves of grief gripped me. I was in absolute torment and pain. Losing your only two daughters is something I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.”

“Mom,” Liz said, her voice wavering, “we never met to put you through any of this. We’re so sorry.”

I suddenly felt guilty for staying in Tastia. My mother had grieved my loss and had suffered deeply. I never forget the look on her face when Victor brought her back for my birthday party. We cried, we laughed, and we hugged. I loved my mother with all of my heart, and it was the best birthday ever.

I gripped her hands, and my mom continued, “I found my Liz and my Sarah, but we feared her dear husband was gone. I don’t think my old heart can take any more of these yo-yo emotions, but I’m so happy to have all of you alive and breathing. It’s nothing short of a miracle.”

Her eyes glistened with tears as she pulled me into a hug. “Please don’t leave. Please say you and Liz will stay here forever.”

I met her gaze and wiped a tear from her cheek. It was a promise I could not possibly make, but my mother was my world, and it killed me to see her so upset.

“I can’t lose you again,” she said, gasping between breaths.

I wanted to say the two words she longed to hear: “You won’t.”

She hugged me tighter. “I can’t do it again. I just can’t. Your father and I can’t live through that kind of pain.”

I rubbed her back to reassure her, but I couldn’t make her the promises she wanted to hear, and that tore my heart apart more than anything. So I just held her and hugged her. She was spilling out her pain, still feeling the darkness that had consumed her over the last year, but Liz and I were back. I was opening the door and letting the light shine brightly through. There was a bright future in front of all that pain and darkness.

She wiped her eyes with her sleeves, then hugged Liz. “Welcome home, baby. We’re going to have the best Christmas ever.”

“We’re all together,” Liz said. “I couldn’t be more thrilled then I am at this very moment.”

My mom sobbed as she spoke, emotion consuming her voice. “I love you and Sarah so much. This is the happiest day of my life.”

“I can make it even happier,” I said, my heart swelling with joy.

Liz met my gaze and smiled.

“Having all of you home is the only Christmas miracle I need,” my mom said.

I gripped Victor’s hand and met my mom’s gaze. “Mom, Dad, I’m pregnant. Victor and I are going to have a baby!”

My dad threw his arms around me as my mom squealed. “This is truly the happiest day of our lives,” he shouted.

My mom and dad hugged me so hard that I could hardly breathe. It was great to see them so happy after all the tragedy they’d been through. They congratulated us over and over again.

My mom wrapped an arm around Liz. “You’re going to be an aunt.”

“It’s wonderful!” she said. “Charles and I are ecstatic, and we’re going to spoil that kid rotten.”

“Grandma is too,” my mom added.

Liz glanced slowly around her. “Charles, this place brings back so many childhood memories.”

He gripped her hand and smiled. “I can’t believe I am standing in front of the house you have told me so much about.”

A tear slipped down Liz’s cheek as she stared at the house. “I’m home, Charles. I’m really home…and it’s not a dream.”

He pulled her close. “No it isn’t.”

Liz snuggled into his chest, then glanced at my mom. “Is my old room still there?”

“Just the way you left it,” she said. “Go look.”

Liz looked lovingly up at Charles. “Wanna go see my room?”

He smiled. “Lead the way.”

She smiled back, then darted into the house with Charles.

I threw an arm around my mom’s shoulder as we walked up the old, familiar sidewalk that I used to mark with chalk when I was a little girl. Liz and I had created the most beautiful sidewalk portraits, and I smiled at the memory.

“We can do all our favorite Christmas traditions,” my mom said.

“Are you going to make your famous Christmas eggnog?” I asked.

She couldn’t stop grinning. “Baby, I will make whatever your heart desires. Today is your day.”

“Welcome to our home,” my dad said, motioning to Victor.

“It’s not a castle, but we love it,” my mom added.

The beige living room looked exactly as I remembered it, from the white upholstered sofas and chairs with brown toss pillows, to the dark wood end tables paired with an oversized leather ottoman. A thick white rug lay across the floor, and cascading brown draperies hung from decorated curtain rods. Serene landscape paintings hung across the walls.

“It’s beautiful,” Victor said. “I’m honored to be a guest in your home. Thank you for your kindness.” He glanced up, stunned at the crystal chandelier hanging in the entryway.

“We don’t use wrought-iron chandeliers with candles,” I said. “We use glass and electricity.”

He stepped into the living room and walked over to my mom’s porcelain lamp and touched it. “This is the lighting you told me about.”

“Yes, electricity. We can turn it on or off the lamp by simply turning the black knob.”

His eyes lit up. “When you told me about it, it was hard to comprehend. I could not understand the existence of such power, but seeing it with my very own eyes…it’s truly amazing.”

“Imagine this technology in our castle,” I said.

“Your world is so different. Your lighting and transportation is completely different from ours. Words can’t describe it.”

Grinning, my dad motioned to the fireplace. “It is so warm and toasty in here, yet there’s no fire.”

The lines in his forehead crinkled. “How is that possible?”

“We have a gas-powered furnace that pumps warm air into the house.” My dad pointed to the thermostat. “We can control how much heat we want with this.”

“I see your world has many amazing things to offer.”

“I have so many good memories growing up here,” I said, glancing around. I walked over to the fireplace mantel and picked up a fifteen-inch porcelain doll, dressed in a flowing dress. She was holding a bouquet and was etched with a golden sixteen. The last time I had seen it, it was in my apartment. I couldn’t even begin to imagine the grief my parents suffered when they packed up my belongings, presuming me dead.

My mom touched my arm, her voice wavering. “I kept this out because it reminds me of you.”

I swallowed hard. “I never thought I’d see it again.”

Wrapping an arm around my waist, my mom smiled through the tears. “You have no idea how much strength and inspiration this music box gave me. I hoped you were somehow still alive somewhere.”

I turned and hugged my mom tightly. It was an emotional reunion. My mom was more to me than just a mother; she was my best friend, and I loved her more than life itself.

“When I saw it at the mall, I knew it was the perfect birthday gift,” my dad said. “The girl looks just like you.”

I wound up the music box and watched the girl twirl around as a sweet melody filled the air. “You got me this for my sixteenth birthday.”

The corner of my mom’s eyes crinkled as she grinned. “We were at the mall, and your father and I fought over whether to get you this or the pearl necklace.”

“And who ultimately won that struggle?” Victor asked.

My mom’s face beamed at the memory. “Sarah got both.”

My dad chuckled. “Yes she did.”

I looked up at Victor. “I’m so blessed to have such beautiful parents.” He wrapped an arm around me, pulling me close. I felt like I was back home again. I had my parents and my sister and the man of my dreams standing at my side. Best of all, we were having a baby. We were safe, and nothing felt better. It was the first day of the rest of my life.

My mom gripped my hands, smiling. She let go, but my hands continued to clutch hers. I didn’t want to let go. I couldn’t bear to be away from my mom. I desperately wanted her to be part of her grandson’s life. I could see us moving to another state, but never another dimension. My heart sank the more I pondered.

When a scream echoed from the kitchen, my heartbeat spiked. I darted through the doorway, my nerves on edge. “What was that?”

Liz flung open the refrigerator door. “A fridge…and I’m starving.”

“Geez, Liz,” I said, laughing. “I thought something was wrong.”

Victor and Charles rushed in the kitchen.

“Are you all right, my dear?” Charles asked.

“Better than ever!” Liz pointed. “Behold, a box that keeps food cold all the time. Gentlemen, this is best invention of all time.” She opened a can of Pepsi and took a long drink. “Liquid heaven.” She handed everyone a can and began digging through the shelves.

Charles tapped on the can, then shook it. “How do you open it?”

“Not like that, silly,” Liz said. “It’ll explode all over the place.”

“Pull the tab back,” I said, “but wait until it settles down.”

Unfortunately, he didn’t heed my warning, and the cola fizzled all over the floor. We all burst out in laughter.

Liz pulled out a candy bar. “Let me introduce you to a friend I’ve missed desperately, Mr. Chocolate.”

I broke off a chunk of the Hershey bar. “Victor, you’ve had plenty of first times—first step, first kiss, first date—but you will always remember your first taste of chocolate.” I watched as he tentatively bit into the candy.

As the chocolate melted in his mouth, his face lit up with surprise.

“Well?” I asked.

“It’s sweet and creamy. I’ve never tasted anything so delightful in all of my life.”

I felt special witnessing Victor try something new for the first time. He was hundreds of years old, but in my world, there was still plenty to show him. The thought made me smile.

“It’s pure heaven,” I said, taking another bite.

Liz began pulling out ingredients to make sandwiches. “You guys are gonna love this! I’ve got ham, turkey, and roast beef.” She handed the bags of meat to Charles. “And we’ve got to have all the fixings.” She handed Victor an onion, a tomato, a green pepper, a jar of mayonnaise, cheese, and a head of lettuce. She smiled as he fumbled with everything. “You got everything, Highness?”

I grabbed some things out of his hands. “Let’s just set this on the table.”

“Now, gentlemen, there’s one key to making the perfect sandwich,” Liz said. “You’ve gotta pop it in the microwave for a few seconds and mmm,” she said.

Victor shot her a confused look. “And what is a microwave?”

“It will melt the Swiss cheese. Trust me, you’re in for a treat!”

“Remember the box I told you about that cooks food?” I asked.

Before he could answer, Liz screamed in delight. “We’ve even got pickles!” She handed me the jar and winked. “I know you’ve been craving these in your delicate condition.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. My sister was such a ball of energy when she was excited. “Gee, sis,” I teased, “you act as if you have been stuck in the Middle Ages for the last decade.”

She smiled, then looked at Charles and Victor. “Wanna see something cool?” She walked over to the stove and turned the dial. A gas flame suddenly appeared. “Behold! I give you fire.”

“You can control the size of the flame?” Victor asked, studying the burner.

Victor and Charles walked over, totally dumbfounded by our common, everyday appliance. It was adorable to see them so wide-eyed. I jumped when Liz turned the blender on. Before I could tell her to take it down a notch, the distinctive sound of tires rolling over gravel caught my attention. “Somebody’s here,” I said, walking into the living room.

My mom rushed to the window and moved the curtains to the side. “There are news trucks out front.”

Parting the curtains slightly, I peeked out. A news crews and a handful of photographers were clustered outside. “What’s going on?”

“We better tell her,” my mom said, “because I’m sure more are going to come.”

My dad nodded. “Honey, I don’t know how to say this…”

“What, Dad?” The serious look on his face made me nervous, and I dreaded to hear whatever he was about to tell me. “Are they here because of me? How do they know I’m even back?”

“Not you, honey,” my mom softly said. “Frank.”

“Why would a news crew be out front stalking you because of Frank?”

“Because we’re the parents of the murder victim.”

My jaw dropped.

My dad handed me a newspaper. “Check out the front page.”

I glanced down at the headlines and about flipped. “Oh my gosh!” Frank was on the front page, standing trial for my murder. My heart lurched. “This is all my fault.” I showed the paper to Victor. “We don’t use scrolls but paper printed with ink.”

He studied the picture. “Sarah, I’m so sorry.”

“I have to fix this.” I looked at my mom. “Why didn’t you tell me about this? You were here for an entire year before Victor brought you through the portal.”

“We planned on telling you, honey, but we’d only been through the portal a few days. You were so happy, and we were so overwhelmed with seeing you and Liz that I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“Did you sit through his trial?” I asked.

“Yes, but we always stood up for Frank with the press. I didn’t believe for one minute that he’d ever hurt you.” She let out a long sigh. “I was going to tell you, but then Victor was…well we thought he was dead. I couldn’t bear to give you more bad news when you were hurting so much.”

Victor pushed a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “What’s done is done. Let’s not live in the past or cast blame. We must now focus on saving Frank’s life. We’ll storm whatever castle he’s held in and free him.”

I had to laugh, but at the same time, it was very brave of him. “Not a castle, honey—a courthouse.”

“Wherever you’re going, I’m coming with you,” Victor said.

“Is it a good idea to give up your cover?” my father wisely asked. “What are you going to tell them anyway?”

“They’ll never believe me,” I said. “I know that, but I can’t leave Frank to rot in jail or worse—the electric chair. I bet they’re wondering why the murder victim’s parents weren’t in attendance at the sentencing.”

“Because Sarah Larker is very much alive,” my dad said.

“They don’t know that,” I said.

“When you first disappeared, we didn’t know what happened to you,” my dad said. “We suspected foul play, but we told the police from the start that we were sure Frank would never harm you. We refused to go to the sentencing because to us, it was nothing but nonsense, and I told them so.”

“I understand that we need to clear Frank, but I just hope they don’t throw you in jail. The city wasted lots of taxpayer dollars to avenge a murder that never even happened.”

Victor peeked out the window. “We can come up with a story.”

“A cover story? Hmm. I like it.” I bit my lip as I pondered what I might tell them, looking for something plausible.

Liz chimed in, “Just tell them Frank gave you an ultimatum and said you had to give up being a paranormal researcher and run off with him, or it was over. After careful consideration, you gave up everything that night and ran off to New York City. A week later, you and Frank split up. He came directly home, and you fell and hit your head.”

I tapped my forehead. “Amnesia? As in, I lost my memory.”

She nodded. “You lived on the streets until your memory came back.”

“You’ll need to change,” my mom said, looking at my queenly apparel. “You can wear something of mine. Go upstairs and put on something nice.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

She smiled. “If you take Victor, they are sure to ask questions. He doesn’t even have a birth certificate or Social Security number—nothing to prove his identity. Maybe it’d be best for him to stay here with us. Liz should stay out of sight too. I have no idea how you’d ever explain her.”

I turned to Victor. “She’s right.”

“Frank must not suffer for something he didn’t do. His innocence is our utmost concern,” Victor said. “If you need to go by yourself, go ahead. I will wait here.”

I gripped his hands. “Thanks, babe.”

My dad pointed to the TV. “Look! It’s on.”

A reporter, standing in front of the courthouse, stated, “Frank Pierce was convicted of killing Sarah Larker last fall. Police believe he stalked her while she was on a research expedition. Her body was never found, but police found strong evidence that suggested Sarah had been killed in a jealous rage.”

The camera then focused on Frank, and my stomach dropped when I saw how terrified he was. “I-I didn’t kill Sarah,” Frank stuttered in an emotional outburst. “I love her more than anything. I’d never…I couldn’t possibly hurt her.”

The reporter came back on the screen. “Frank Pierce’s fate is being discussed, and jurors still haven’t come to a conclusion.”

My dad turned off the television. “Sarah, let me drive you.”

“No, Dad. This is something I need to do myself.”

“Go ahead, sis, and be careful,” Liz said. “While you’re gone, I’ll introduce these stinky medieval fellas to our modern-day shower.” She laughed, sniffed the air, and wrinkled her nose. “They are in desperate need of one, but I guess being locked in a dungeon will do that to ya.”

“Thanks, sis.”

Victor was still staring at the television. “How is that possible? How can you see this in a box? You have so many magic boxes here—one that cooks things and one that shows scenes as they are happening. Helena would be jealous.”

I began to explain, but Liz cut in. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll explain television to you, TV for short. Heck, I’ll even pop in a movie in the VCR and make some popcorn. I’ll get these guys up to speed on what I know.”

“Popcorn?” Victor said, recalling when I’d mentioned it to him before.

I smiled. “VCR? Technology has advanced since you left, Liz. Are you sure you can handle it?”

“E-readers, right? I’ll ask Mom all about that.”

“You better ask her about iPods, Google, Smartphones, MP3 players, DVDs, and—”

Liz smiled. “I’ll definitely have her fill me in.”

My dad handed me the keys. “Honey, if you’re gonna go, you’d better get dressed and head out.”

My mom flashed her brown eyes. “Here’s a sandwich and a glass of milk. You’ve been going and going, and you’re supposed to be eating for two now, Sarah.”

“Thanks, Mom.” I grabbed the sandwich and milk and darted up the stairs. Skipping meals, no matter how much stress I was under, would not help my baby one tiny bit. My mom was right, and I needed regular meals and good nutrition. My baby’s health depended on me, and I wanted to give him the best start in life that I possibly could.

 

  


Chapter 15

I wore one of my mom’s navy dress suits with heels, and my hair draped down my back in a long ponytail. I took a deep breath to ready myself to burst into the courtroom and change Frank’s fate. As I raced up the steps, I listened intently. My Immortal hearing had its advantages.

“I hereby sentence you to death,” the judge said. “May God have mercy on your soul.”

I heard the
bang
of a gavel, followed by the shuffle of people rising to leave the courtroom. Some gasped and screamed in reaction to Frank’s sentence. Without any further delay, I swung open the door and casually strolled up the aisle. I felt like I was on one of courtroom dramas on television, rushing in to stop the trial at the very last minute.

The large room was decorated in dark wood.
A black robe-clad judge with salt-and-pepper hair sat behind a podium, with a witness stand on either side; a huge American flag hung behind him. To the left was the plaintiff’s table, with three chairs. To the right was the respondent’s table, also furnished with three chairs. Behind each party were ten long benches, already packed with people. The flag made me instantly think of freedom and liberty, and I hoped there would be justice for Frank.

“Your Honor, I object to your sentence!” I said.

He looked at me, baffled and then motioned to the bailiff to escort me out of the courtroom.

I gazed into the eyes of the bailiff. “Please let me say what I have to say.”

He nodded helplessly and the Judge motioned for him to back away from me. I guess he wanted to hear what I had to say after all.

I continued, “There’ll be no death—not today or ever. Do you know why, folks?” I glanced around at the shocked crowd, then met Frank’s gaze, taking notice of the wide grin that had crept across his lips.

“Why?” the judge asked. “And furthermore, young lady, why are you disrupting this hearing?” Anger flashed behind his wire-rimmed glasses.

“Because you cannot accuse a man of murdering someone who isn’t dead. Sarah Larker is alive and well.”

“And how do you know this?” the judge asked in that monotone voice, humoring me.

“Because she’s talking to you right now!”

The people gasped, followed by mutters and shock.

“Your Honor,” the prosecutor said, “we don’t know this girl from Adam. How do we know she is really Sarah Larker?” He shifted his in his chair and loosened his collar. “We’ve established a powerful motive, and all the facts in this murder case point to the defendant. He was in love with a woman who didn’t want to be with him. This infuriated him to the point of stalking her and ultimately killing her in a fit of rage.”

“And what did he do with the body?” I asked.

“He buried it somewhere in the forest. We don’t know for sure. All we can do is speculate, since Frank Pierce won’t give up the location of the deceased.”

“The supposed deceased is standing right in front of you!” I walked up to the prosecutor and reached out my wrist. “Would you like to check for a pulse?”

“Order in the court!” the judge said.

A few more gasps erupted before silence fell over the courtroom.

“Young lady, I will not tolerate outbursts like this. This better be good, or I’ll throw you in jail myself. Now explain yourself and this intrusion.”

I looked up to meet his intent gaze. “I swear I’m Sarah Larker.”

The lines on his forehead deepened as he pondered for a minute. “If you really are Sarah Larker, why have you waited so long to come forward? Did you not know the entire country was looking for you?”

“No,” I said, and it was the truth. We didn’t exactly get Yahoo news or
The New York Times
or the CBS
Morning News
in Tastia.

“Are you telling me you haven’t watched television or picked up a newspaper for a year? You would have almost had to be dead to miss these worldwide headlines for all that time.”

“No, Your Honor, I haven’t seen the news,” I said, and again, it was no lie. I’d been living in a medieval world without the luxuries of electricity or TV or the Internet.

The court stenographer tapped away, but the judge seemed to be at a loss for words. People whispered and murmured amongst themselves, and those who had stood to leave had quickly settled back into their seats.

When I shot Frank a reassuring glance, he flashed me his brilliant white smile and mouthed, “Thank you.”

After a long pause, the judge finally said, “We’ll need to confirm your identity. May I see you in my quarters, miss?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, even though I wasn’t technically a miss anymore. I was Mrs. Sarah Fesque, an Immortal queen with powers even I could barely comprehend, and I was married to the most wonderful king in the world. My single days were long behind me, but my maiden name, Sarah Larker, still rang in my head. I hadn’t been that human girl in a long time, the paranormal researcher trying to find the link between supposedly nonexistent creatures and portals, the girl who’d desperately searched for her long-lost sister, the girl who couldn’t find love if her life depended on it.

“We’ll take a quick recess.” He looked at Frank’s lawyer. “I want you and the prosecution to meet me in my chambers in fifteen minutes.’

I explained the bogus story countless times while they fingerprinted me to check my identity. When it was confirmed, Frank’s cutthroat lawyer demanded that Frank be released at once. After a few hours, Frank was declared a free man. His family and friends shouted in joy, with tears flowing down their cheeks. I wasn’t sure if the police believed my story, but they had no other choice but to release him. They couldn’t convict a person for murder when the victim was alive and breathing; his expensive lawyer made sure of that.

Frank’s brother and parents held up Frank’s hand in victory as they walked out of the courthouse. The crowd cheered, cried, and laughed. It amazed me that he had so many supporters and fans, as I’d never known Frank to have such a following. Flashes of light blinded me as reporters and photographers called my name.

A microphone was shoved into my face by one of the reporters who were crowding into me. “Why didn’t you come forward sooner?”

“Do you feel guilty for pinning your fake murder on Frank?” another asked.

“What happened that night? And where have you been hiding all this time?” another wanted to know.

As far as they knew, I had risen from the dead, and everybody wanted the scoop, but I ignored their interrogation and pushed my way through the crowd.

When Frank caught my eye, he said, “Thank you, Sarah,” and bolted over to hug me.

“When I saw it in the paper, I wasn’t about to let you hang for this,” I said.

“Meet me at Smith Park in one hour,” he whispered in my ear. “Please don’t return through the portal without saying goodbye.”

He had no idea I was there to hide in my world and had no plans of leaving anytime soon—not until my son was grown and safe. I nodded as his family and friends snatched him back up, wailing in victory.

“Are you angry at Sarah Larker?” a reporter asked Frank’s dad.

“No. We harbor no ill feelings toward Sarah,” he said.

“Were you angry when your son was accused of such a heinous act?” the reporter asked.

“Yes! I didn’t raise the monster they depicted in the press. I told you that my son, Frank Pierce, was innocent! We thank Sarah Larker for coming forward. Justice has prevailed, thank God.”

A tear rolled down my face, and since I’d never been one to cry, I could only blame it on the hurricane of hormones caused by my pregnancy. I’d been through so much that it was only natural to shed a tear or two, but I had cried rivers. I’d thought my husband was sacrificed in an ancient ceremony, I’d discovered that I was pregnant and that a madman was after my baby, I’d put my parents through hell, and my ex had almost gotten a death sentence for presumably murdering me. It was a lot for a girl to take in, Immortal or otherwise.

I’d never seen Frank so happy as he talked to the reporters. His green eyes beamed with joy as he flashed his brilliant white smile. I was overwhelmed with joy myself, knowing that Frank had been declared an innocent man. After all, it was my fault he was in the mess in the first place. I tried to swallow down the guilt and focus on the positive. Frank would hold his baby and have the chance to be the most wonderful father in the world to his and Beth’s young son.

  


Chapter 16

I decided I would meet Frank in the park like he asked. He needed closure, and it was the least I could do. I was sure he expected me to return to Tastia; he had no idea I planned on staying in the States for quite a while.

When he saw me, he flashed me that bright white grin, the one that used to get me every time. “You look beautiful.”

I smiled. “Thanks, but save it for Beth, the mother of your child.”

“I take it you haven’t heard.”

I inched closer, concerned by the sudden worry on his face at the mention of Beth’s name. “No. What’s going on?”

His eyes narrowed, and I knew something was wrong.

“Is Beth okay, Frank? What happened?” I asked frantically.

“She was in a car accident. She’s at Mercy Hospital. I saw her the second they freed me.”

My heart sank. “How is she?”

He sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “She’s in critical condition. I wish they would’ve let me see her longer, but she’s pretty sedated.”

“And the baby?” I asked. “Please tell me the baby is okay.”

“He’s fine and with Beth’s grandma. I’m going to see him tonight when she brings him over to my house.”

Curiosity overwhelmed me. “What name did you decide on?”

He reached for his wallet and pulled out a picture. “Christopher Marten Pierce. He’s adorable, if I do say so myself, and the little brute weighed in at ten pounds. I couldn’t be happier.”

I clutched the picture tightly and looked at it lovingly. I was happy for both of them, and I wished both of them all the happiness in the world. “I know you and Beth are going to make great parents.”

“Thanks, Sarah.” He looked away. “I appreciate that, but Beth and I aren’t together as a couple anymore.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“It’s fine. We’re great friends, and we will both be there for our son.”

I frowned. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out for you.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “I couldn’t get you out of my head, and Beth knew that. When I got arrested, the stress was too much for both of us. We just kind of fell apart.”

“Oh, Frank.”

“When I stepped through the portal and realized you weren’t behind me, I panicked. I thought King Victor had forced you to stay. We tried everything to get back.”

“You can’t unless you follow a Guardian through the cave and into the portal.”

“Yeah, I learned that the hard way. You don’t know how many stakeouts Beth and I made waiting for a Guardian to enter the portal. Before I got arrested, I was gone for days at a time, but I didn’t see even one of them, no matter what I did. I felt like shit for leaving you behind.”

“You didn’t leave me, Frank. I
wanted
to stay. I changed my mind at the last minute.”

He blinked, confusion washing over him. “You what?”

“You heard me,” I whispered.

“Do you have any idea what you put me through? I was worried sick about you every day, every hour, every minute…hell, every single second! Sarah, a day didn’t go by when I didn’t think about you and wonder where you were and if you were all right.”

“How was I supposed to tell you, Frank? I couldn’t exactly Facebook you or tweet about it. Wait…maybe I should have texted you,” I said sarcastically.

“A pigeon-o-gram might have been nice,” he said, and we both burst out in laughter.

“You always know how to make me laugh,” I said.

“Meh, most women find me to be a comic genius.”

I laughed again.

“See? My point exactly.” He gripped my hands. “Well, at least now I have my answer. It is such a relief to know you weren’t hurt or being held against your will.”

“Victor’s been nothing but wonderful to me.”

“Nothing but wonderful, huh?”

I nodded, as I meant every single word. “Amazing.”

“Even when he threw you in that old, dirty dungeon? You call that wonderful? Was it so amazing when he threatened your life and threw you up against a wall? Gosh, Sarah. If you thought that was amazing and wonderful, I shudder to think what you must have thought of me to break it off.”

“Frank, he’s changed. If you could see the wonderful things he’s done in Tastia, you’d be amazed. He gives unselfishly now and expects nothing in return. He’s…my life.”

“Guess that doesn’t leave much room for me.”

“I’m happy for once, and I love Victor. There is nothing you or anyone else can do can change that.”

“I’ve never stopped thinking about you, Sarah—not once. I can’t believe you’re here with me now. It’s like a dream,” he said, moving threateningly close.

I pushed him away. “Frank, I—”

He gently grabbed my arm. “Damn it, Sarah, I love you.”

I stared at him, but no words would come out of my mouth. I had no idea what to say.

He cupped my face with both hands. “Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

“At one time, it would’ve meant the world…but things have changed.”

“How am I supposed to walk away from the only person I’ve ever truly loved?”

I touched his hand that was resting on my face. “Frank, you have to move on,” I whispered.

“But I love you, and I’m going to fight for you.”

“So we can be together forever?” I said. “Forever is a whole new ball game for me, remember? I’ll live to see your great-great-great grandchildren.”

He grabbed my hand and put it over his heart. “You can send me away, but I’ll always love you. You’ll always be in my heart. Always my sweet love, my sweet Sarah.”

Running into an old lover can be daunting and exhausting. I remembered how much I had loved him at one time, back when I’d have given up anything for him, but that made no difference anymore. “Frank, I’m pregnant,” I finally said. The words just slipped out of my mouth, and I hoped he’d back off once he knew I was having Victor’s child.

His jaw dropped in stunned disbelief, and then he hugged me. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you. It’s a boy.”

He shook his head, as if gathering his thoughts. “I-I can’t believe it.”

“I know. I’m still quite stunned myself.”

“You’re the most caring woman I know. You’ll make a fantastic mother.”

“I hope so. Things went haywire on the other side of the portal. The Immortals tried to kill us, and Ethano will stop at nothing to get his hands on my baby. That’s why we’re here.”

“That bastard tried to poison you, and now he wants your baby?”

Technically, he’d tried to poison Victor, but he was hoping to end me too, since we were connected by the ring. Ethano had left me to die. At the time, I’d been quite shocked, but after everything Ethano had put me through since, I wouldn’t have put anything past the jerk. He was one psychopath I hope to never see again.

“Why does he want your son?” he asked again when I didn’t answer straightaway.

“The baby is destined to fulfill a great prophecy, and…” I trailed off, unable to say the words. The thought of somebody wanting to take my baby away from me was too much to bear.

He wrapped his arms around me. “It’s okay. You don’t have to talk about it right now.”

I nodded.

“I wish I could hold you like this forever,” he whispered. “It feels so real, so right.”

“I’m a married woman now—very happily, I might add.”

He stared deeply into my eyes. “You’re not really married to him, you know. We were just scamming him to get that ring on your finger.”

“Oh, Frank…” Being with him churned up so many old feelings. Somewhere in the corner of my heart, there were feelings for Frank that I’d always keep tucked away.

“Sarah, we could run away somewhere, and he’ll never find us. I can raise the baby as my own, and I’ll love him because he’s part of you. That’s how much I love you.”

“Don’t ask me to leave the love of my life, Frank. Twice now, I’ve thought I lost Victor, and I will not go through that pain again. It’s never gonna happen.”

He didn’t speak, so I knew he was getting the message. My heart ached. I knew for the first time that he truly loved me, but it was too late. My heart belonged to Victor, and I would never love anyone but him. We connected on a level I couldn’t even convey to Frank.

Frank softly stroked my hair. “Where did I go wrong? The biggest mistake I’ve ever made is losing you. If I could go back in time, I’d change everything.”

“When we were together, I loved you with everything I had,” I said softly.

“Then how do you just turn off those feelings like a water spicket?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but he placed a strand of hair behind my ear and continued.

“If I hadn’t asked you to marry King Victor to get us out of that mess, you’d be in my arms this very second.”

The wind tousled his brown hair as I gazed into his green eyes. “Life doesn’t always turn out the way we expect it to, Frank. I’m happy now, and if you care about me like you say you do, that’s all that should matter to you.”

His gaze narrowed. “The marriage wasn’t supposed to be real.”

“Maybe not in the beginning, but it’s very real now. Love shows up in the most unusual places. I love him so much that I was willing to sacrifice everything to be with him, including giving up my world.” Then I said the words I knew he’d dread to hear. “I love him, Frank. I love him with all my heart, and now we’re going to have a family.”

“You never got over that fight we had at Susan’s party. That was the night we were really over, and we both know it.”

“You broke my heart,” I whispered, my voice wavering.

“I’d been drinking and never meant to say those hurtful things.”

“Let’s face it,” I snapped. “You were embarrassed to be seen with me because of my job.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “I was an idiot, but I don’t care about any of that anymore.”

“It’s a little late for that now.”

He nodded. “It’s never too late.” Looking deep into my eyes he said, “It’s hard to tell your mind to stop loving someone when your heart still does.” When I didn’t say anything, he let out a long breath. “Answer one question for me.”

“What?”

“Were you happy? When we were together, did I make you happy?”

“Yes, until the end. In the beginning, you swept me off my feet. I’d never been happier.”

He smiled. “I just needed to know that.”

I cupped his face. “I’ll never forget you, Frank.”

“Please don’t give me the lame goodbye speech. I’m not very good at that crap anyway. As cliché as it sounds, hell, I just hope we can still be friends.”

“Definitely.”

He hugged me tightly. “Stop by and see Beth in the hospital if you can. She misses you like crazy.”

“Count on it.” I smiled at him, and he smiled back. “Liz and Charles are here too,” I said.

“It’s great that you have your sister back. Tell them I said hello.”

“I will.”

“I still have the same phone number. Call me for
anything,
day or night.”

I grinned. “I’ll do that.”

He kissed my forehead softly. “You’re truly an amazing woman. I’ll let you go because I want you to be happy, but I’ll always be here for you, Sarah—always.”

As I watched him walk off, part of me wanted to call out to him, but I knew that would accomplish nothing. There was a good reason that Frank was my ex, and I had to remember that. I had fallen out of love with him and into love with Victor, my true love and soulmate.

 

  


Chapter 17

“These were your sleeping quarters?” Victor asked.

“Yeah. Don’t you just love the pink paint? When I was a teenager, it was my favorite color.” I laughed. “I have no idea why. Now I love bright colors.”

My room was furnished with a canopy
bed,
large windows, lace curtains with draped valances, a floral-print sofa, an oak dresser, a bedside table with a lace tablecloth, an antique clock, and fresh flowers that my mom had bought from the grocery store.

Victor stripped off his shirt, and I couldn’t help but stare at his beautiful body. My gaze drifted from his broad chest to his hard stomach, those rippled washboard abs.

“Try this one,” I said, handing Victor another one of my dad’s shirts. I had pulled tons of them out of my father’s closet, but none would fit. I watched him stretch the white material over his broad chest. “Dang it. Two sizes too small. None of my dad’s stuff really fits you.”

He folded his muscular arms across his chest, his eye twinkling in the sunlight that shining directly on his face. “How many more must I try?”

I looked him up and down. “Black pants and a white t-shirt with a beer logo. This will have to work for now. I guess we’ll go shopping right after we visit Beth in the hospital.”

“Every country in the world has its own customs,” he said, fumbling with the button on the pants, “but this clothing is very strange.”

I smoothed out my hands across his chest to flatten the wrinkles. “That’s because it’s my dad’s, and he has no taste whatsoever.”

He smirked as I smiled widely.

“It’ll take a while to get used to,” I said, “but you and Charles need to make an effort to blend in. We don’t need to attract any unwanted attention.”

Staring in the mirror, he said, “Your father says I need a haircut.” His long, midnight hair spilled over muscled shoulders.

I wrapped my arms around him from behind. “You’re perfect just the way you are. A lot of guys in my world wear their hair that way.” When he turned to look at me, I met his intense gaze. “This is the first moment we’ve had alone,” I said. “I’ve been dying to catch up with you. I have so much to tell you.”

We both shared our gut-wrenching stories with each other. I listened intently as he told me about Ethano’s men capturing and imprisoning him. Reliving the pain, I told him all about that dark night when I saw him murdered before my very eyes and the events that followed. I also told him every single detail about Helena, my new gift, and the cave drawings. Victor was troubled at the thought of our son being used by such a sinister fiend for such sinister purposes. Because of that, he was willing to stay in my world for a little while; I only hoped I could stretch his stay to at least eighteen years so we could be a real family.

“So you can tell the future?” he asked.

“I wasn’t sure I believed her when she first told me I’d have the gift of sight, but then I saw a tiny glimpse.”

His eyes widened. “You actually saw into the future?”

“When I touched the wall, I saw our son’s first birthday.” I grinned widely. “You and I were so happy, singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to him and everything.”

“Will our son look like me?” Victor asked, anxiously awaiting my answer.

“Yes. He will have your amazing blue eyes,” I said.

Victor smiled. “I can’t wait to meet him.” He put his hand on my stomach, knelt down, and kissed my belly. “Do you have any idea how much your mother and father love you, little one?”

My heart about melted when he spoke into my tummy. “I’m sure he can sense it, and talking to the baby is good. He’ll know your voice when he’s born.” I glanced down. “We need to come up with a name, and I might have the perfect suggestion.”

He cocked a brow. “Which is?”

“My grandfather was my hero, and I’d love to name our son after him, Alexander.”

“Alexander Fesque.” Victor stood, and his face was beaming. “Sarah, it’s perfect.”

“It means ‘helper and defender of mankind’, and I think that’s the exact opposite of what Ethano wants him for.”

“You never cease to amaze me, my love.” He stroked a strand of hair from my eyes. “Alexander it shall be, in honor of a great man and chosen by a wonderful mother.”

“Thank you. That means the world to me. We’ll call him Alex for short.” I gazed into Victor’s big, beautiful eyes. “So much has happened in the last month, but no matter what happens, I’ll always love you with all my heart.”

“Do you know how long I’ve waited to kiss your lips? To tell you that you are my world, my life? To let you know I never want to live without you ever again?”

I gripped his hands. “I feel exactly the same way.” We loved each other with an eternal fire that burned deep down inside our souls.

“When I was in that dungeon, I thought I might never see you again. Ethano told me he had sacrificed you. I didn’t know if he was lying or telling the truth. If he had killed you, Sarah, I don’t know how I would have gone on. I just—”

I touched his face, stopping him from thinking those dark thoughts. “When I thought you were dead, my world was shattered. My dead heart knew nothing but darkness, grief, and pain. I wept and sobbed a million tears.” Tears welled up in my eyes. “Seeing you in that dungeon resurrected my heart.”

“I’ve slain dragons and won wars, but it means nothing if I don’t have you at my side.” He cupped my face. “I shall never let you go.”

His lips crashed into mine, and we shared a hot, hungry kiss. I could have spent an eternity kissing the man. His hands roamed my body as he dragged me down to the white, shag carpet. He lifted my hands over my head and gently pinned them to the floor as he hovered over me. He kissed me deeply, just as sensual as the first time we met. I moaned and called out his name.

A knock on the door jolted me out of my passion.

Damn! We need our own place.
“Yes?” I barely managed.

“Let’s go,” Liz said. “You said we were leaving an hour ago to see Beth.”

I let out a breath. “Be down in a minute.”

Soft, tender lips pressed gently against mine in short, sweet kisses. Victor then whispered in my ear, “I love you more than anything.”

“I love you too.”

“I’ll do anything to save our family, even if it means staying here for a time.”

“That means everything to me, Victor.”

“After long centuries of darkness and loneliness, I’m thrilled to have a loving, loyal, dedicated wife, and I’m even more thrilled to raise a family with you, Sarah.”

“We’re going to have a beautiful life,” I said, cupping his face. “Our love will conquer all obstacles that stand in our way.”

“Nobody can take away what we have,” Victor said.

“Nobody,” I agreed. There was an honest sincerity in his eyes, and I believed every word he spoke in those hushed, romantic whispers.

“I’ll let my brother run things for now, but in time, I must return and reclaim my throne.”

“You have made a wonderful compromise, my King,” I said, “and I know it’s a lot to ask.”

His eyes twinkled as he kissed my hand. “We’ll raise our son to be loving and generous, just like his mother.”

I smiled at the thought. There would be nothing more fantastic, more satisfying than having a kind and loving son. We refused to let Ethano program our son with his propaganda or to turn him into the monster I’d seen on the fortune-teller’s cavern wall. Our Alexander would live up to the true meaning of his name.

* * *

I walked into Beth’s hospital room carrying a huge teddy bear I’d purchased from the hospital gift shop.

Her eyes lit up the second she saw me, and then she glanced at Victor and Charles. “Uh…hi, everyone,” she said. “Frank told me you were back in town, Sarah. I’m so glad you’re okay.”

I hugged her, and she embraced me tightly.

“I was so worried when you didn’t come back through the portal with us,” she said.

“I’m fine,” I said, gripping her hands.

Her gaze drifted back to the guys. “Victor and Charles, you fellas are looking good in those tight shirts. It’s really hot.”

I playfully slapped her. “Stop! They can’t help it my dad’s not exactly a bodybuilder. We had to raid his closet, but we’re going shopping after this.”

“Those shirts do
way
more justice then those cloaks they wore. Not one muscle is left to the imagination.”

Liz walked in after parking the car. “Beth! We’ve missed you so much.”

“It’s great to see you.”

Liz held up a bag of fast food. “Burgers and fries, anybody?” she squealed in excitement. “Your nurse said it’s okay.”

“You shouldn’t have,” Beth said.

“Well, I remember hospital food from when I had my tonsils out. I’m sure it hasn’t gotten much better. Plus, I’ve been waiting a decade for a Whopper. They didn’t exactly have drive-thrus where we were.”

She laughed. “You’re right about that,” Beth said, reaching for a fry. “Oh, this is heaven! Thanks, guys.” She popped another fry in her mouth. “What you did for Frank was amazing. I saw it all on television. He stopped by, but I was sleeping.”

“Frank showed me a picture of little Christopher. He’s adorable, with blond hair and blue eyes, just like his mama.”

Beth grinned. “Thanks. Now tell me, how did you guys get through the portal?”

“It’s a long story,” Liz said.

“Yeah,” I said. “Just know we’re gonna be here for a while.”

“Let me take a wild guess,” Beth said. “You’re in trouble with the Immortals.”

I bit my lip. “Something like that.”

“You’re more than welcome to stay with Christopher and me.”

“Thanks for the generous offer, but we’re staying with Sarah’s parents,” Victor said.

“That’s great.” She looked at Victor and Charles, then Liz. “Hey, would you guys mind if I talked to Sarah alone? I have some things I need to clear up with her.”

“No problem. I think I hear a vending machine calling my name,” Liz said, looping her arm around each guy. “You wanna see how one works?”

“We’ll give you two some time to talk.” Victor walked outside the door.

Beth’s eyes welled up with tears. “Sarah, I’m so sorry I didn’t wait for you when we left through the portal. I thought you were right behind us.”

“It’s okay. I chose to stay behind.”

“You should’ve told us. We thought something horrible had happened. Frank and I staked out the portal countless times, looking for a Guardian to follow. We even held a few expeditions there with the team.”

“How are they? The team?”

“They’re fine, but they’re worried sick about you.”

“I’m sure they’ve seen the news by now and know I’m still alive and kicking.”

Beth met my gaze and let out a long breath. “I’m sorry about the whole Frank thing. I never meant to get in the way of you two.”

“I was over Frank long before that, even if he wasn’t over me.”

“He’s still not over you,” Beth said.

“I’m sorry I got in the way.”

“I love him,” Beth said. “I really do. I want nothing more than to be a family.”

“He’s a great guy—maybe a tiny bit obnoxious, but still a great guy.”

She laughed. “I hope to win his heart back again someday.”

“You know my favorite saying, right?”

She grinned. “Sure. Love can conquer all.”

“Do you love Victor?”

I gripped her hands. “With all my heart.”

“I’m happy that you’ve found true love. No one deserves it more than you.”

“Thank you.” I touched my stomach. “I’m having his baby too.”

Her entire face lit up. “Oh, Sarah! Congratulations!”

“Thanks, Beth.”

“No wonder you’re beaming.”

“I know. Victor and I couldn’t be happier.”

“It is strange seeing Victor here in our world, in normal clothes. How is he adjusting?”

“It’s too early to tell.”

“Are you going back to Tastia when everything dies down?”

“I’m sure that’s his plan. I’m sure he won’t give up his kingdom and title to stay here forever. I can’t deny that part of me hopes he’ll fall in love with the place and give it all up for a wonderful life here with our child in a modern-day world.”

“Only time will tell,” she said.

“Was Frank pissed at me when they arrested him for my murder?”

“He didn’t hold it against you, Sarah—not once.”

“He’s such a saint.”

She laughed. “Perhaps a sarcastic one.”

We both chuckled.

I touched her arm. “How long do you have to stay in the hospital?”

Her lips pressed into a grim line.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“The doctors tell me I’ll never walk again.” She looked away as her voice began to tremble. “My spinal cord was severed in the accident.”

I gripped her hands. “Gosh, Beth, I’m so sorry.”

A tear rolled down her face as emotion consumed her. “I’ll never run on the beach with Christopher or dance again. I won’t be able to go on any expeditions in the deep woods. My life is over, Sarah.”

I hugged her and held her as she wept, and I tried to whisper words of comfort and encouragement.

“What’s wrong?” Liz asked.

Beth looked up at her. “I’m paralyzed from the accident. I’ll never walk again.”

“I’m so sorry,” Liz said. “I’m here for you if—”

I cut Liz off. “Remember when Ethano’s men found us at your castle? We escaped, and there was a battle.”

Liz nodded. “Yeah.”

“You healed that horse who was fatally wounded.”

Liz met my gaze, aware of what I was about to ask.

“Can your gift be done on a human?” I asked.

Beth’s eyes widened. “What are you saying?”

“I’m asking my sister if she has the power to heal you.”

Liz set down her coffee. “I’ve only healed animals.”

“I know, but
can
it be done?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. She looked up at Victor. “Can it?”

“Liz isn’t strong enough yet,” Charles said, “but she will be in time.”

Victor shifted his stance. “There’s only one way to find out.”

Liz inched toward Beth. “Do you want me to try?”

“I’m willing to try anything,” she said.

Liz closed her eyes and touched Beth’s legs, and a yellow light began to swirl around. A wind came out of nowhere and grew stronger by the second. Cups, cards, and other items blew off the bedside table. Papers from the chart hanging on the wall swished. A loud howl broke through the eerie silence, and then it began to die down.

“I need more power,” she said. “I’m losing the connection.” She inhaled deeply. “Charles is right. I’m not strong enough yet.”

Victor gripped Liz’s left hand while Charles gripped her right. I put my hand on her leg. With the energy of three more Immortals, Liz was able to reestablish the connection. Charles guided her through the process, telling her how to stay focused. The wind whipped across my hair as the long, horizontal window shattered with a
boom. Little bolts of lightning flashed above our heads, and tiny orbs of energy surrounded the bed.

“Almost there!” Liz yelled.

My head pounded, and I fought not to pass out.

A nurse’s voice almost caused me to lose the connection when she rushed in and tried to pull us away from Beth. Liz collapsed, and the wind immediately stopped. “What is going on?” the nurse roared.

Thunder boomed as lightning flashed. Peeking out the window, I could see the dark clouds rolling in. Instantly, I knew Victor was summoning a rainstorm. When I glanced at him, his eyebrows were arched in concentration.

“A tree crashed through the window,” Victor said.

She looked out as rain pelted the window. “What tree?”

Victor closed his eyes and moved the woman out of the way as the giant, towering tree next to the hospital suddenly crashed through.

“What’s going on?” the nurse asked, stumped.

I stared into her eyes. “You didn’t see anything. Lightning struck, and a tree crashed into the window, but everyone is okay.”

She blinked. “The tree’s so old. I told them ages ago to chop it down.”

“Good. Now go.”

She nodded and left the room.

Victor helped Liz to her feet.

“Are you okay?” I asked frantically. I feared the energy had been too much for my sister and that her heart couldn’t handle it. I was stupid to suggest something that hadn’t been tested, putting all our lives at risk.

She stood. “I’m fine. How’s Beth?”

Beth’s eyes fluttered open.

“Beth!” I said. “Are you okay?”

“I’m all right,” she said, smiling, “and I think I can actually feel my legs.”

“You can?” I asked hopefully.

“I can!” she shouted again, this time even louder.

“Can you walk?” I asked, reaching for her hand.

She slid to the edge of the bed and put her bare feet on the floor. She put weight on her left foot, then her right. With a burst of excitement, she screamed, “I can walk! I can walk!”

We all exchanged happy glances. A group of nurse walked in and looked at the tree, but then their gazes shifted to Beth.

“She’s walking!” one nurse shouted. “Her spinal cord was completely cut.”

“How is that possible?” one yelled, completely stunned and shocked.

“Get Dr. Moon now!” another yelled.

When security flooded the room, we knew it was time to go. I said a quick goodbye.

Beth gripped my hands. “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll never forget this.” She then flung her arms around Liz and thanked her just as heartily.

Charles grabbed Liz’s hand. “We need to go.”

Rushing out of the room and trying to stay inconspicuous, we darted down the stairwell and out of the hospital.

“Looks like your gift does work on people,” I said.

“You only need to learn how to control it,” Victor said. “I can teach you how.”

 


 

  


Chapter 18

We spent our first night in my mother’s house, and Victor and I chose to stay in my old room so we could have privacy. One of my massive headaches kicked in, and my compassionate, carrying husband held me throughout the night without a single complaint. I didn’t fall asleep till around five a.m., and when I woke up, my headache was gone.

Victor took a long walk outside by himself to think. I offered to go with him, but he declined my offer. He was getting all broody again, and I wished he’d let me in. He was gone for hours, and I knew he was contemplating everything that had happened. I also knew how worried he was about me. The headaches were getting worse, and we both knew something was drastically wrong.

When he came back, I made lunch for him, then put on one of my favorite movies. I sat on the sofa, snuggled up to Victor. It was still hard for me to comprehend that he was sitting in my mother’s living room. I had grieved his death, and he came from another world, but there I was with his strong arms wrapped around me. I’d never expected to be in his embrace ever again. It was mind-blowing, and I couldn’t stop staring at the gorgeous man next to me. When he caught me looking at him, he winked at me, his blue eyes twinkling. I smiled; I had taught him how to wink, and it made my heart melt. I laid my hand over his and grinned widely. I’d never been so happy in my entire life.

My mom walked in the living room and smiled at me. “I was hoping we could go shopping for the baby.”

Liz laughed, shooting me a glance. “You go shopping with Mom, and you’re gonna stimulate the economy big time.”

I turned to Victor, a big smile still plastered on my face. “That means my mom is going to buy out the entire store for the baby.”

“Then I will be stimulating the economy also,” Victor said. “I shall purchase the entire market.”

“Me too!” Liz chuckled. “We’re going to spoil this baby rotten.”

“Mom, I just got here,” I said. “There’ll be plenty of time for that later.”

“I know. I guess I’m just excited to be a grandma.”

“I’ve got an idea,” Liz said. “Mom can give me her credit card so I can get us all some clothes. I can’t stand looking at Charles in dad’s clothes any longer.”

“How about you, Victor, and Charles go shopping for clothes, and I’ll take Sarah baby shopping?” my mom said.

“I love it!” Liz said.

“Mom,” I said, “Victor doesn’t want to be stuck with Liz all day.”

“Speak for yourself,” Liz said. “Men love me.” I smirked, and she giggled, turning to face Victor. “Okay, all kidding aside, knowing my mom, she’ll have Sarah out for hours looking at cribs, high chairs, and baby outfits. The stroller technology will baffle your mind. Trust me on this one. When I used to babysit, I could never get the dang thing open.”

My mom laughed. “She couldn’t.”

“You’ll be bored to death,” Liz continued. “I know you enjoy being with Sarah, but this time, it’s best you come with us. I’m dying to show you and Charles around.”

I gripped Victor’s hand. “It’s all right, darling. I’m sure my mother just wants to spend some time with me.”

“You deserve time alone with your mother,” Victor said.

I hugged him. “I couldn’t ask for a more understanding husband.”

He wrapped his arms around me and embraced me tightly. “As you say, you’re stuck with me.”

I smiled. “Hey! That’s my line.”

My dad walked past us. “If you wanna save a buck or two, Victor and Charles can try on some of my clothes that I stored in the attic. They’re a little bigger.”

“No more of your clothes, dear,” my mom chimed in.

“But I have a pinstriped suit that’d look wonderful on Victor.”

“No, no, and no,” Liz said. “There are two kinds of people in this world, the ones who are hot and the ones who are not! We’ll be heading to the mall, thank you.” She touched Victor’s arm. “You would like to be in the hot category, right?”

“I am not too warm at all,” Victor said, confused.

I playfully slugged Liz. “Of course he’s hot, and Dad’s clothes are off limits.”

“I heard that!” my dad called from the next room.

“Sorry, Daddy,” I said.

“No offense taken.” He laughed. “You were a fashion queen back in Tastia. Has the world of glamour cast a spell on my daughters, no matter what dimension they’re in?”

Liz chuckled. “Yes, yes, and yes again.”

We all laughed. I loved being with my family, back in the house I grew up in. When I’d first made the decision to stay with Victor, it tore at my heart that I wouldn’t see my parents. They were my best friends, my world, and they meant everything to me.

“You haven’t a tailor to personally create your clothing?” Victor asked.

“Nah,” I said. “Colorful silk, fur, leather, and luxurious fabrics are nice every once in a while, but for everyday living, it’s pretty much out the door.”

“Where do you find this clothing?” Victor asked.

“At the mall,” I said. “It’s something like a very large indoor market with several vendors.”

Liz met my gaze. “Don’t worry. I’ll have Victor looking hot when we go to Club Z tonight.”

“What?” I gasped.

“After what we’ve been through, I could use a drink or two…and so could the guys.”

“Liz,” my mom said, sounding disappointed.

“Come on, Mom! I just wanna hang loose, let down my hair, and have some fun. I’m finally back home after a million years. It’s time to celebrate, and I’ll be back before midnight. Have you forgotten that I’m not a little girl anymore?”

“But Sarah’s pregnant,” my mom said.

“I know, Mom.” She smiled. “She’s pregnant, not dead. She can have just as much fun without drinking.”

I grabbed my mom’s hand. “It’ll be fine.”

My mom grabbed her purse. “No vodka shots. Try a virgin
strawberry daiquiri or a
piña colada.”

“Aw shucks! Then I won’t have the guts to dance on top of the bar,” I joked.

My mom laughed. “I’ll buy you an outfit while we’re out.”

“Great, because she sticks out like a sore thumb in your clothes,” Liz said. My mom playfully shook her head as Liz continued, “Can you drop off Sarah at the club by seven?”

I opened the door and glanced over my shoulder. “Mom will drop me off. See you there.”

Victor kissed my lips. “We shall meet again soon, my love.”

“I hope Liz doesn’t talk your ear off.”

“It will be nice to get to know Charles and your sister better.”

Liz looped her arm in Victor’s. “And I, for one, would love to get to know my warlord brother-in-law a little bit better.” She gave Victor a nudge. “When I’m done with him, he’s going to look hip, macho, and kingly, but in a modern way.”

“We won’t be long,” Charles said to my dad.

“Oh, honey,” Liz said, pulling him along, “it’s so sweet that you believe that.”

I grinned. “Good luck.”

“You’re gonna need it.” My mom chuckled.

“Mom!” Liz laughed as we walked out the door.

 

  


Chapter 19

I squeezed through the crowd and strolled to the far end of the bar, where I opted to sit in a padded booth covered in black velvet. I tapped my fingers on the table to the bass tech-thump reverberating off the steel walls, echoing in my ears. My gaze shot past the round tables to the DJ in the booth. He was talking on a cell phone, and I could hear his conversation as he fought with his girlfriend. Turning my gaze to the bar, I focused on the bartender and could hear ice cubes crackling in a drink. In the dim light, I could see a diamond ring sparkling from across the room as a man proposed. My Immortal senses were amazing.

I was dressed in a sexy little black dress and heels. It was expensive, but I wanted to impress Victor. Glancing down at my new watch, I wondered where they were. Through the flashing strobe lights, the most gorgeous man in California—or in the world, for that matter—walked toward me. A lucky black t-shirt was glued to every muscle of Victor’s powerful physique. It was tucked into a pair of tight blue jeans, showing off his ass in all its sculpted perfection. I had to admit that Liz had done well with my renaissance man, and I couldn’t stop smiling.

“Nothing is more contagious than a beautiful smile,” he said, hugging me. He ran an appreciative glance over my sexy outfit.
“You look beautiful.”

“Thanks. You look pretty amazing yourself, Highness.” I playfully slapped his butt. “Ultra-stylish, killer denim.”

He cocked a brow and opened his mouth to speak, but I wouldn’t let him.

“The pants you’re wearing are hot.”

“I don’t feel too warm,” he said, still confused.

“No, silly! Hot means you are attractive and sexy.”

“Oh! If only the people of Tastia could see me now. What would they say?”

“That you were born to wear jeans. You look better than a Calvin Klein model.”

“A what?”

I chuckled. “It means you’re hot.”

“Then you may call me Calvin any time you wish. If he is a suitor of yours, however, I will have to dispatch him quickly. No one will take my queen from me.” He lowered his mouth on mine in a hungry kiss, then broke away. “How was your shopping spree, as your sister called it?”

“Wonderful…and it’s official.”

“What’s that?”

“Our baby will definitely be spoiled. My mother must have bought out the entire baby store.”

“She stimulated your economy.”

“Very much so.”

“She’s just as excited as we are. I can’t wait to spoil our prince.”

“Me too. I guess I can’t fault my mom for going overboard. She’s one proud grandma. How was your day with Liz?”

He shot me a dazzling white smile. “I don’t think words can even describe what I saw and felt today. Your marketplace is remarkable.”

“Well, my love, that’s just the beginning. I’m going to show you everything, from chocolate-covered strawberries to riding a rollercoaster.”

He pulled me close. “I am quite ready for you to share your world with me. I want to experience it all, as long as I am with you.”

“Would you like to dance?” I asked when I realized the DJ had put on a romantic, slow song.

He squeezed my hand as his gaze wandered over the room in awe. I was sure he was smitten by all the colorful lights and music, but he whispered in my ear, “It is not the lights that dazzle me, darling, but you.”

My arms hooked around his neck and claimed his lips. When I pulled away, I asked, “Where are Liz and Charles? It was her idea to come here. Did she bail on us?”

“She told me to tell you to wait. They are asking the barkeep for drinks.” He slid in next to me and reached for my hand. “Your world is amazing, Sarah, and this tavern is so very colorful and full of life. It’s nothing like where I come from.”

A reddish glow bounced off his stunning face from the giant neon sign hanging above us.

“I’m sure it’s quite the culture shock,” I said.

His face lit up. “I enjoyed the meat patty you’ve always bragged about.”

“The burger?”

“Yes, that. It came with sliced potatoes that I dipped in a red sauce. The Pepsi, as Liz called it, tastes like sweet nectar filled with bubbles.”

I smiled again at how excited he was. “And?”

“I loved every single bite and every single sip.”

“So the burger was better than the one I had our cooks try and whip up?”

He laughed. “Yes! Our cooks didn’t come close.”

“I told you a hamburger is to die for.”

Liz and Charles approached, holding three bottles of beer and a glass of clear liquid. She handed one to me. “You get water, Mama. That leaves more of the good stuff for the rest of us.” She smiled widely.

“Liz, you look fantastic,” I said.

“That’s the magic of glamour, baby.”

I looked up at Charles, and my jaw dropped when I noticed he was donning a super-short crop. “You got a haircut!”

He smiled. “I wanted to fit in. The long blond ponytail no longer seemed appropriate.”

“You look fabulous,” I said.

His white teeth gleamed as he laughed with the others. He totally fit in with a stylish shirt, his preppy haircut and a pair of designer jeans. If I didn’t know any better, I never would have dreamt that he and Victor were from another time and place. I’d surely never guess they were Immortals with amazing powers at their disposal. Charles looked like any other handsome guy at a bar, drinking a few beers, and having a great time. Many women turned his way, but he tuned out their ogling and kept his eyes on Liz, the love of his life. He was such a hottie, and I knew he loved my sister more than anything.

Liz chuckled. “I tried to get Victor to get his cut, but he refused. The man’s stubborn, Sarah. Nothing I tried worked.”

“He just knows how much I adore his black, silky locks.” I grinned as Victor and I clanked glasses.

After chugging down a beer, Liz slammed her bottle down and slid out of the booth. She met my gaze, her eyes sparkling. “Let’s go dance.”

Before I could say another word, she grabbed Charles’s hand and darted into the crowd. Her face lit up as she began dancing under the flashing strobe lights. My sister was not the least bit shy, but as long as she didn’t start dancing on top of the bar, that was fine with me. It was good to see her laughing and having fun.

A few minutes later, she motioned for us to join her. I pulled Victor’s hand and led him to the dance floor. I swayed my hips seductively to the beat, and everyone around me faded away, till there was only Victor and the music.

“Man, did you see the way that chick threw that dude?” a guy in the crowd said.

My first thoughts were Liz, but she was next to me, dancing away with Charles. Victor’s face grew serious, and I knew there could be an Immortal on our tail.

I tuned in on the shouts coming from the south side of the bar. Victor motioned me to follow him. We rushed over to see what was causing the commotion, and my jaw dropped. A woman with long hair was arguing with a man. His friends suddenly appeared to back him up, but she didn’t seem the least bit fazed by him or his bodyguards.

“I can handle all of you!” she said.

“Della,” Victor said, grabbing her upper arm in his strong grip, “leave them alone.” He stared at her, his eyes blazing.

She yanked her arm away. “Hello, Victor and Sarah. Fancy meeting you here.”

Her hair was pulled back into a long braid. Her white half-top was stylish, and her low-riding jeans were tight, molding to every curve like they’d been painted on. She had perfect skin, perfect makeup, and perfect hair and looked like a modern-day woman. I could fathom what she was doing there, since she was married to King William. I knew she loved him deeply, but part of me couldn’t help but be jealous, since she’d dated my Victor once upon a time.

Della’s gaze narrowed as she looked at the men. “Don’t ever mess with a woman like that again. Now go and forget this ever happened.”

Without another word, they turned and disappeared into the crowd.

“You cannot act like that here, Della,” Victor said.

She frowned. “He started it by grabbing me in inappropriate places. What was I supposed to do? Let him get away with it? He and his friends needed to be taught a lesson.”

“Not here,” I hissed. “How do you expect to explain your incredible strength, one woman taking on all those muscle men?”

She glared at me. “Do not give me advice that you do not heed yourself. You caused quite a stir in the hospital when you healed Beth.”

“We hid our powers better than you did,” Victor argued.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “You’re flashing your powers right here in public.”

“Were you followed?” Victor asked.

Della snorted. “No! Do give me more credit than that, dear Victor. You know I am no fool.”

“How did you find us?” I asked.

“Wouldn’t you love to know?”

I blew out a breath. “Enough with the attitude, Della. Quit playing games.”

“Before you left, Liz told me of the location of your former home. When I visited that place, your mother told me I would find you here.”

“Just like Mom, giving away my secrets to any enemy who asks,” I said.

“I’m not your enemy,” she said. “Your mother is very thankful that I took care of Liz when she had no one. You’d do well to show me some gratitude.” Before I could answer, she cut me off. “I also kept Victor’s bed warm for you for hundreds of years. By the time you found him, it was nice and toasty.”

I wanted to give her a piece of my mind, but I felt a pair of arms wrap around my waist and pull me back.

“It’s best to ignore her,” Victor said.

I let out a huff. “Fine.”

“Where’s William?” Victor asked.

Della put her hands in her pocket and looked away. “Don’t worry about my husband.”

“Della, I need to know if he’s here,” Victor said.

She sighed. “He sent me here so I would be safe while he fights to get his kingdom back.”

He gripped her arms. “How did you know we were here?”

“Helena told me Ethano would never look for any of us here.” She shifted her stance. “Ethano is only after me because of you. You did all those horrible things, not me!”

“You were just as involved as I was.”

They exchanged heated looks, and I knew they had secrets I knew nothing about. I wished, more than ever, that Victor would confide in me.

“If you lost your kingdom, it is only because you deserved it!” she shouted at the top of her lungs, sounding like a madwoman.

She was causing such a stir that everyone was staring in our direction, and I worried that she might be arrested for public intoxication.

“Not another word, Della,” Victor said in a stern voice.

She let out a huff, then backed down.

“I’m going to do a sweep of the area and make sure it’s safe,” Victor said.

“Be careful,” I said, kissing him on the lips.

“Must you mark your territory?” Della seethed.

Charles embraced her in a hug, trying to calm her down. “I’m going with you,” he said to Victor.

Victor nodded, then turned to me. “We won’t be long.” He turned on his heels and walked out through the main entrance.

 

  


Chapter 20

Liz approached and screamed through the loud music. “Oh my gosh! Della!”

“Liz!” She hugged her tightly and handed her a Budweiser.

“What are you doing here?”

“Ethano wants to kill me too, courtesy of this one’s husband.” She pointed at me. “It appears I shall be here for a while. Is there room for me where you are staying?” She shot me a look, her eyes cold as frost.

“Of course!” Liz said, handing me a glass of water. “I can’t deny my friend and mother-in-law anything.”

I glared at Liz, wondering how she could possibly invite that woman to stay with us. Sure, she was Liz’s mother-in-law, but she was also an Immortal, and that meant she’d stay young and pretty forever.

She pleaded her case. “Della was like a mother to me when I first walked through the portal. She helped me survive and was the best friend I could ever have.”

Della smiled. “I knew I could count on you.”

“Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go sit at the bar and order some lemon shots. They’re to die for!” She let out a long squeal. “I can’t believe you’re here! I’m so thrilled.”

My sister might have been happy about it, but the last thing I wanted was one of Victor’s sexy exes hanging around. We sat on the stool, and I watched Liz and Della bond over shots. Men around the bar couldn’t stop staring at them.

Della turned to face me, the skin around her lips tight and drawn. “How do you think Ethano and Victor rose to the top and obtained the most coveted positions in King Taggert’s Immortal Court?”

I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “I wouldn’t know. I wasn’t around.”

Her eyes narrowed into slits. “They were both ruthless and brutal. I’ve personally seen the things Victor has done in his rise to power, how he managed to rule one of the most powerful empires in our world.”

“I’m guessing it wasn’t pretty,” I said.

“A feared ruler doesn’t obtain such a title by accident. Maybe you should have rescued Charles and left Victor in Ethano’s dungeon to rot.”

Her statement stung, but just when I opened my mouth to retort, she continued.

“When I backed out of our engagement and turned to William for comfort, Victor left a trail of devastation in his path. You see, dear Sarah, your Victor is a sore loser.”

I met her gaze. “He’s changed, Della.”

“Then a toast is in order!” She clanked my glass with her beer. “You must be quite the woman to tame such a wild beast.”

“Well, you couldn’t, so somebody had to,” I replied.

“You’re feisty, and Victor likes that in a woman. I can see why he was so attracted to you.” She cocked her head and smiled. “Your facial expression says it all.”

I couldn’t resist engaging her, and I took the bait. “Says what?”

“You want me to get out of town.”

“Maybe you should, because—”

“Because I made mad, passionate love to your husband for hundreds of years?”

The stick-thin bartender ran a hand through her red hair. “Hundreds?”

“She’s had a few too many,” I murmured, rolling my eyes.

“Victor’s a very passionate lover, is he not? He used to straddle me, his voice rough with desire, positioning himself over me in the perfect position to kiss me passionately, with the intensity of a thousand suns. I—”

I put up my hand. “I’m in no mood for a trip down Memory Lane, thanks.”

“I’m not after Victor.” She drank a shot in one gulp and slammed it down, then sucked the lemon. “I broke it off with him 200 years ago, when I met William. Victor and I were over before you were even born.”

“But you look the same age,” the bartender chimed in.

She flashed the bartender a brilliant white smile. “You know what I love about this place? You have cars instead of horses, electricity instead of candles, and those things that flush.”

“Toilets?” the bartender asked.

“Yes! They are fantastic.”

The bartender smiled. “If you say so, lady.”

“And toilet paper,” she said. “How did I go centuries without that?”

Liz’s voice cut through the air as she roared, “Okay, gals. Next round’s on me!”

The bartender shrugged, pointing to Della. “Sounds great, but this one’s cut off.”

Liz and Della burst into laughter.

Victor returned and placed a peck on my cheek.

“I need to talk to you,” Della said, “alone.”

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever you need to say to my husband, you can say it in front of all of us.”

“I’ve known Victor for ten of your lifetimes,” she hissed. “How long have you known him? A little over a year?”

“He married me the day he met me,” I snapped. “Can you say that? Not to mention, I’m carrying his child.”

“Can you tear yourself away from your mate for fifteen minutes, or are you really so insecure?”

I kissed Victor on the lips. “Go ahead. I trust you completely.”

She grinned. “Perhaps you shouldn’t. After all, I have the power to drive a man crazy.” She then met my gaze head on. “I can even make them start wars.”

Victor grabbed her arm. “Enough, Della.”

“Mmm, Victor. Still so sexy. I remember when you used to grab me like that and throw me up against a wall and—”

“Della!” he shouted. “I don’t appreciate you tormenting my wife.”

“I need to talk to you,” she said, “and Charles too.”

“No, Della.”

“But it’s very important and concerns our safety. It’s about Ethano.”

Victor turned to face me, and before he got a word out, I said, “Go ahead.”

“I’ll only be a minute,” Victor said, kissing me on the lips.

I let out a huff as she shot me a victorious smile, then walked outside with our husbands in tow.

“Don’t be jealous,” Liz said. “They’ve been over for a long time now. Can’t you tell she hates him?”

“Right, when she isn’t mentioning all of her make-out sessions with him. I guess I am a tiny bit jealous. The woman’s gorgeous, and he loved her for a long time. What’s my one year against her hundreds? And like she said, he even started a war because of her.”

“But who did he choose to marry, and who is carrying his child?”

“Me,” I said.

“You worry too much. Victor loves you. Besides, I’ve known Della since I was a teenager. Trust me, she doesn’t want Victor, and Victor surely doesn’t want her.” She waved the bartender over. “Two lemon shots please. And can you make one with Sprite? This little lady wants to join in, but she’s expecting.”

“Congratulations!” the redhead said.

I guzzled down my nonalcoholic shot and sucked on the lemon.

“You’re the best sister ever,” she squealed.

“No…you are.”

The bartender wiped the counter, and Liz slurred, “I love my sister! Do you know she came through a portal to rescue me? She even married a dangerous, warlord king. She even put on a ring and became—”

I grabbed Liz’s arm and cut her off before she spilled our secrets. “She’s way over her limit. I’m gonna take her home.”

The bartender nodded. “Good idea. Between her and your toilet-loving friend, I think they’ve had enough.”

I looked into her eyes. “And you won’t remember any of it.”

“You’re compelling her,” Liz squealed, hanging on to a chair. “How cool is that?”

“Shh!” I said. “Let’s go.”

Liz stumbled out the door and hung on to me. Glancing around, I looked for Victor, Charles, and Della, but I didn’t see them. Waves of anger flooded through me, and I refused to hang around for another minute. We were parked at the far end of the parking lot, and I hoped Liz could walk that far without puking or falling over.

“You’re pissed,” Liz said as we made our way to our parked car.

“Damn straight.”

“Don’t you trust your man?”

“I do.”

“Then stop worrying.”

“Hey, you!” a man’s deep voice called from behind.

I spun around to a tall, lanky man dressed in black. He had brown eyes, bushy eyebrows, and greasy brown hair. I didn’t even flinch when he pointed a gun directly at us. After being shot with an arrow through the heart, I knew he couldn’t kill me with a gun, but I was certain a bullet would sure hurt like hell.

“Give me all your money,” he demanded.

I snorted. “Seriously?”

“Dead serious, lady.”

Liz pointed at me. “You don’t even wanna mess with this lady, mister—especially when she’s pissed at her man. She’s bad to the bone. If I wasn’t so drunk, I’d snap you in half like a twig!”

“You’ve got five seconds,” the gunman said, ignoring my sister’s very real threats.

“I’m not in the mood for this.” I set Liz down against the brick wall.

“Go get ‘im, sis!” she said.

I inched toward the burglar. “I’m not someone you should mess with. Now turn around and leave before I do something we’ll both regret.”

“Just hand over your purse, lady!” He waved the gun. “I swear I’ll kill you if you don’t.”

“Go for it,” I said. “I’d like to see you try.”

“Do you need help?” Liz shouted.

“No, I’ve got this,” I said.

“Hand over the purse now!”

I met his blue gaze straight on. “No.”

“You’re dead.” Narrowing his gaze, he fired the gun.

 

  


Chapter 21

In slow motion, I could see the bullet flying toward me, and I caught it with one hand, between two fingers. I casually opened my hand and held up the bullet. “Is this what you intended to kill me with?”

He stepped back. “What the…?”

Holding my hand out, I concentrated and the gun, crumbling it into a ball of hot metal.

The man dropped it and came at me with a knife.

The blade bent to the left, making it useless.

“Is that all you’ve got?” I asked.

“You’re some kind of freak!” He darted into the darkness.

His insult actually hit me quite hard. In Tastia, I’d been accepted as an Immortal with unique abilities, but in my world, I was considered something entirely different.

Liz’s clapping echoed against the brick walls. “Way to go, sis! My sister, the invincible superhero. You could so slay a dragon. We should go back through the portal and try our luck. There’s a dragon who lurks on Sohino Mountain, and—”

“C’mon.” I picked her up, and she stumbled forward.

“Being Immortal isn’t half bad, is it?” she said.

“Speak for yourself,” I said.

“Man, all those hormones are making you grumpy.”

“I never asked to be Immortal. You did.”

“I know you’ve been through a lot,” she said. “You should go on a reality show.”

I let out a long breath. “How many drinks did you have anyway?”

“I think you would love a reality show. I mean, you love the spotlight.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked.

“You stood in front of all those people and lectured about your paranormal research.”

“I didn’t do it for attention. I did it to obtain grants so I could fund more expeditions—all to find you.”

She paused, then finally said, “That’s so sweet. You’re the best sister in the world.” Her arms wrapped around me in a tight hug.

“Sarah, wait!” Victor’s voice called out through the darkness.

I glanced over my shoulder but didn’t see Della and wondered why she’d left.

He caught up to me and wrapped his arm around my waist. “Why didn’t you wait for me?”

“Where’s Della?”

“Staying at a nearby inn.”

“What?” I said. “She told me she needed a place to stay.”

“I bet she was just yanking your chain,” Liz said, “trying to get a rise out of you.”

“And she’s your friend?”

“Not everyone’s perfect,” Liz retorted. “Knowing her, she was just trying to piss you off so Victor would get pissed. She loves to piss off Victor. I think she still harbors a lot of hate for him.” Liz leaned on me, slurring her words. “Trust me, you’ve got nothin’ to worry about.” She then clung to Victor. “Right? Tell my sister how much you love her.”

He met my gaze. “She means more to me than life itself.”

“And?” Liz asked, motioning him to continue.

“My love for her is deeper than the ocean,” he said.

The way he said the words so effortlessly melted my heart, and I simply had to kiss him.

“That’s so sweet!” Liz squealed and nudged me in the ribs. “You got yourself a great man.” She glanced around. “Speaking of that, where’s mine?”

“He’s on his way,” Victor said. “Della asked to speak with him in private. We are to meet them at the front entrance. Della—”

I rolled my eyes and cut him off. “Charming ex you have.”

“I realize you do not like it that she is here, and I am sorry it’s so awkward.”

“I’ve gotta get Liz home,” I said, opening the car door and helping her in the passenger seat. I made sure she had her seatbelt on, then shut the door. When I turned around, I met Victor’s gaze. “I’m sorry.”

“Me too.”

“I cannot promise you that everything is going to be perfect,” he said, “but I can assure you that you have my heart forever.”

I stared into his blue eyes. He didn’t know how relieved I was to hear those words.

“Do not doubt my love for you just because an old flames blows into town. I don’t love Della. I feel nothing for her other than friendship, but I do care about her as such, and I cannot knowingly allow harm to come to her. When it comes to my love, that is all for you and only you, my dear.” He touched my face. “We’re going to have a baby and be a family, and I will make the best life for you that I possibly can.”

He tilted my face up and brushed his lips softly against mine. I believed every single word he said.

* * *

Thunder roared, and lightning flashed. Rain pounded against the window as I snuggled against Victor and he held me in his arms. Being back in my old bedroom brought back so many memories.

“I love listening to the rain,” I said. “It makes me forget about all the pain, like it’s washing it away with its peaceful rhythm.”

“I’ve always loved the rain as well,” he said.

I turned and almost fell off the bed. I laughed. “Spending the night in a twin bed isn’t the same as our wonderful bed back in the castle.”

“I’m with you, and that is all that matters. This small bed allows us to be closer.”

I twisted my head so we were lying face to face. “I love you, Victor. I’m sorry I got jealous of Della.”

His blue eyes twinkled. “I love you, not her.”

“And I believe that with all my heart.”

He softly touched my face. “You’re my life now, Sarah—forever.”

“Victor, I can honestly say my life changed the day you kissed me.”

He kissed my lips, and I cupped his face.

It was still funny to me that we’d shared our first kiss the day we got married. I only married Victor to steal the ruby ring that now adorned my finger, and I was sure Victor had no intention of falling for me; all he wanted was revenge and power. But when we kissed, there was something truly amazing and magical about it, and we couldn’t control the attraction we felt. Love doesn’t discriminate, and despite our differences the fact that we came from two completely different worlds, we were two lonely souls meant to find one another.

In the beginning, I tried to run from Victor and ignore the feelings I was starting to feel, but when fate threw us back together, I couldn’t deny my heart any longer. When you meet the man you’re supposed to spend the rest of your life with, your heart will tell you, his kiss will tell you, and his touch will tell you. It was a once-in-a-lifetime feeling, and there was no denying it.

“I thought I’d never see you again.” He’d truly rescued me from the depths of hell, when my grief threatened to destroy my sanity. My voice wavered. “I want to stare into your eyes and never look away.”

He smiled, and I loved his smile more than anything. “I thought about you every single minute we were apart. I hungered for your touch, your kiss, the warmth of your skin against mine.”

Thunder crashed as a flash of light lit up the sky.

“The storm grows stronger by the minute,” Victor said, holding me close.

My fingers ran across his lips. “Want to make an electrical storm of our own?” I’d been aching for him since the second I’d found out he was alive. If I’d have had my way, I’d have taken him straight to a hotel the second I arrived back in California and made crazy, wild, passionate love to him all night long, but we had to settle for cuddling in the back of a pickup, under a stranger’s blanket.

He smiled lustfully.

“I need you now more than ever. Make love to me, Victor.”

He ran a hand through my hair. “I want to, but we are guests in your mother’s house.”

“We’ll be quiet,” I whispered, stripping off my white silk nightgown. Hot passion shimmered in his blue eyes, and I knew he wanted me as much as I wanted him. “I want you so bad. I just need to feel you deep inside me.”

I leaned forward and held his lips for a long, eternal minute. It was sweet and romantic. At one time, I thought I’d never feel his soft lips on mine ever again. The dark shadow of death had apparently taken him away from me, but love had brought us back together. He pulled me tight against his body. The world fell away as he wrapped me in his arms, deepening the kiss as my tongue danced in perfect unison with his. Emotion overwhelmed me; it was the first time we’d been intimate since I’d thought him dead.

A tear rolled down my face. “I can’t believe this is real.” When he wiped my tear away with his thumb, I reminded him, “I’ll always love you.”

“I have learned much in my hundreds of years of living,” Victor said.

I kissed his lips. “Like what?” I still couldn’t believe he was really in my arms, stoking my hair and face.

“I’ve learned to quit dwelling in the darkness of my past and to appreciate life. I didn’t really appreciate it until you were taken away from me and I feared you dead.” His voice wavered and trailed off.

I cupped his face and stared into his eyes, “I’m going to cherish and treasure every day with you.” More tears welled up in my eyes as his soft lips touched mine. I had mourned Victor with all my heart and soul and thought I’d never see his sweet face ever again. I was certain I’d be doomed to a life of misery without him. But there I was, in the room I’d grown up in, making love to my beautiful king. It was nice and slow, tender and romantic. It felt like fate had given us a second chance, and I, for one, couldn’t have possibly been happier.

 

  


Chapter 22

I grabbed my purse from the living room table and turned to Victor. “Ready?”

“Hold up!” my dad said.

“Dad, I told you that Victor and I are going to run some errands.”

My dad patted Victor on the back. “I’ve got other plans for Victor.”

I smiled. “What, Dad?”

He looked at Victor. “We don’t use horses to get around, so it’s about time you learn to drive. If Sarah goes into labor and we’re not around, you’ll need to know how to get behind the wheel, son.”

Victor cocked a brow, intrigued by the idea, though he did look a bit worried.

I looped my arm in his. “I’ll be back in a few hours.” I kissed him on the lips. “Don’t let my dad drive you nuts.”

“I heard that, honey,” my dad said with a chuckle.

I kissed Dad on the cheek. “Go easy on him, all right? And give Charles a few driving lessons while you’re at it.”

“Of course.”

I laughed inwardly, imagining the two of them fumbling around behind the wheel. It would be a good skill for them to have, a necessity in our world, even if we run at supernatural speed. We had to hide our identity and couldn’t be tracing everywhere.

I went about my day, running errands. I planned to take some money out of my savings account so Victor and I could get our own place. Living with my parents on a long-term basis was out of the question. I’d always been on my own, since the second I’d turned eighteen.

Finally, I had one last stop to make, and then I planned on returning home to have dinner with everyone. My mom was making her famous pot roast, and I couldn’t wait for Victor to try it.

As soon as I walked into the mini-mart, trouble presented itself. With my Immortal ears on high alert, I heard a man demanding money.
Not good. How do I manage to end up in the middle of trouble all the time?
My stomach clenched as I walked down the aisle and peeked around the corner. I gasped instinctively.
Wait. I have nothing to be afraid of. I could stop this robbery with a blink of my eye.

The gunman had obviously thought the store was deserted and that it was the best opportunity to strike. He had scraggly brown hair and was dressed in jeans and a faded denim jacket.

Concentrating, I focused all my energy into my hands, but a thought occurred to me:
I can’t go around throwing fireballs! I’ll just have to render his weapon useless, like I did that burglar who tried to mug me outside the club.

The cashier froze, unable to move a muscle.

“Give me the money or you’re dead,” the robber roared.

I focused my energy but suddenly lost the connection.
What the heck?
I attempted once again, but my powers had been subdued.
Why? I tried using my powers once again, to no avail. My heart began to race as Ethano’s name ran across my mind. He had the ability to render any Immortal powerless; it was the gift he’d been born with. I worried that he might have found his way through the portal, and terror flooded through me. I frantically glanced around but didn’t see him anywhere.

“Give me the money!” the man demanded.

I could hear the gun cock. My powers weren’t working for whatever reason, but I was still Immortal, and the poor cashier wasn’t; she couldn’t take a bullet like I could. I tried to remind myself that even if he lost control and shot me, I’d survive, even if it hurt like hell. After all, I’d had survived being shot through the heart with an arrow.

I raced toward the man and tackled him in a blur, and he tumbled backward. Before I could even knock the weapon out of his hands, the gun went off with a loud
boom. The cashier screamed.

I felt the sharp pain of impact. Throbbing pain exploded in my chest as the man took off running out the door, with angry patrons chasing after him. A shiver shot through me.
Was I hit?
My hands flew to the site where all the pain was coming from, and I pulled them away and saw they were covered in blood. I’d definitely been hit. It felt like being burned with a red-hot piece of coal and Arnold Schwarzenegger hitting me with a sledgehammer all at once. I coughed up blood as I struggled to breathe, and my body was numb and weak all over. “The baby,” I moaned, holding my stomach.

A woman threw her coat on me and applied pressure as more waves of pain exploded through me. “You weren’t hit in the stomach.”

“Why the heck would an unarmed pregnant woman tackle a gunman?” a voice called out.

“She’s braver than you,” a woman’s voice shouted back.

“The woman’s a hero,” somebody from my right shouted.

“She took a direct hit. No way she’s gonna make it. Damn! That’s why you wait for the police,” another voice said.

“What possessed you to tackle him like that?” a woman asked.

“I thought I could take him down,” I whispered.
If only she knew how strong I am.

“I don’t care if you’ve been lifting for your whole life, you don’t do something crazy like that, honey!” she said.

“Better me down here than the cashier. She’d have been dead already,” I whispered, but I was sure they didn’t hear.

A bystander in a black suit knelt next to me. “Hang on,” he said. “I called an ambulance.”

Another man approached in jeans and a white shirt. “It’s okay,” he said in a calm voice. I looked up at his stunning blue eyes and wavy brown hair. His eyes were the lightest blue I’d ever seen, almost reminding me of the clear blue sky. I noticed he wore a ring in the same style as Victor, but instead of a ruby, his gemstone was a brilliant blue sapphire.

“You’re very brave,” he said. He then touched my arm, as if to comfort me, and a shock ensued. It felt like static electricity, only stronger. His eyebrows shot up in surprise, and he went to touch me again, but he held on for longer this time. I inhaled deeply. The spark felt like electricity racing up my body, and he immediately withdrew his hand.

“Wh-who are you?” I whispered.

“Who are you?” he asked, his voice filled with confusion. He pulled a strand of my shirt over to the left, as if to inspect my wound. “What’s your name?” he asked, continuing to look at the bullet hole.

“What’s yours?” I retorted.

“Is it bad?” a lady asked.

His eyes widened, and he gasped.

“That bad, huh?” I said.

“You wear the mark of Tantara!” he whispered so softly that I knew no human could hear.

“There’s nothing there. How can you even see it?” I asked, knowing he was speaking of the mark Ethano had seared into my skin so he could disconnect me from Victor.

“You should’ve been able to take the gunman down with no problem, just like you told the woman,” he said, “but I sense an imbalance in your abilities.” He glanced down at the wound. “You’re healing fast,” he whispered.

“You know what I am?” I whispered back. “Who are you?”

He disappeared in a blur, and I wondered if I’d been hallucinating.

“Can’t leave this behind,” he said.

When I looked up, I saw him holding the tiny bullet in plain sight, but the others didn’t seem to notice him holding it up. My thoughts drifted to the temple. Ethano had been able to make people see what he wanted them to see. He’d made me, Liz, and Mia see Frank, even though it was really him. I wondered if this strange man was pulling the same stunt, especially since no one around me seemed to be as amazed as I was that he was holding the bullet.

A voice rolled across my mind: “I’m taking the bullet away from the crime scene. Can’t have the police doing DNA tests on the blood, now can we?”

“Who are you?” I asked once again, my voice low and raspy.

He squeezed my shoulder reassuringly but pulled away quickly when the shock ensued. “A wonderful guy who can tell you that you and the baby are fine.”

I gritted my teeth through the pain. “Are you positive?”

“Trust me. His heartbeat is strong and healthy.”

Reassured and comforted by the mystery man’s presence and his words, I let out a sigh of relief.

The blue-eyed man’s eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled, and then he disappeared into the surrounding crowd around me.

“Wait! Come back,” I said, searching for him. None of it made any sense, and there was only one possible answer:
The guy was Immortal.
I slowly stood, dizziness washing over me. “This has been nice and all, folks, but I’ve gotta go. There’s a pot roast calling my name.”

“How is she able to stand after losing all that blood?” a man asked.

“It must be all that adrenaline pumping through her veins,” another said.

“Let’s get you to the hospital so you can get checked out,” the woman cried. “If not for you, think about the baby.”

“Thank you for your concern, everyone, but I’m fine,” I said, inching back. “It was just a flesh wound—a paper cut really.”

“A paper cut?” a guy chimed in. “There’s a liter of blood on the ground!”

“You need a blood transfusion,” somebody yelled.

As I glanced down at all the blood on the floor, something weird happened. It started to smoke, then faded before our very eyes, until every crimson drop was gone. I gasped.

“Lady, don’t move,” somebody said from my left. “The police are on their way.”

But that was my cue to leave. I looked for the man with the light blue eyes, but he was gone. Suddenly, I felt my powers surging through me. Without another minute to waste, I pointed to the camera mounted on the ceiling. The glass had been cracked, and I wondered if the blue-eyed man had disabled the camera. “Look!” I said. “What happened to the camera?”

While their attention was diverted, I traced as fast as I could to my car.

* * *

I pulled into the driveway and saw Victor, who stood from the porch swing and waved. I put the car in park and tried to gather my nerves. I rolled down the window and tried to pretend like everything was okay. “Hey, how did driving lessons go?”

“I drove around the block a few times. Sarah, driving a car is quite exhilarating. You’re father took us on the freeway and…” He walked over to greet me, and his words were cut short when he saw the blood all over my shirt. “What happened?”

I rushed out of the car and put my keys in my purse. “I was shot in the chest during a robbery.”

His eyes widened in terror. “You were shot by a gun, one of the deadly weapons in your world?”

“Yeah, the one I told you about.”

He cupped my face, his eyes wide. “Sarah, are you okay?”

“Don’t worry. I’m fine.”

He pulled me close and touched my stomach. “What about the baby?”

“We’re both fine. I healed quickly.” I showed him where the wound was before it healed, then explained the entire story.

He held me tightly. “If anything had happened to you—”

“I’m fine, but I need to take a shower and change. I don’t want to worry my parents.”

The door opened, and Liz looked at me, horrified. “What the hell happened? Are you okay?”

“Not so loud,” I said, pulling her outside and away from the house. I explained the entire story once again.

She about lost it and lectured me about safety. “What does it feel like to get shot?” she finally asked.

“Imagine a baseball hitting you at one hundred miles an hour.”

She winced. “Ouch.”

“Exactly,” I said.

She threw an arm around me. “Sorry, sis. I’m just glad you and the baby are okay.”

“Me too. I wonder why I lost my powers like that,” I asked, gripping Victor’s hands.

“It’s a glitch,” Liz said. “The new power that is trying to come in is deactivating your other ones.”

Victor shook his head. “That doesn’t explain the man who shocked her. And how was he able to see a mark that none of us can even see?”

“We need to find him,” I said.

“And how on Earth are we going to do that?” Liz asked.

“I have no idea. I didn’t have my powers, but I still felt like I had my strength and my Immortal senses. I could hear the robber demanding the money, and I was on the other side of the store. But when I went to tackle him, I didn’t have my strength. I was just like a human woman taking on a dangerous gunman. I did heal from the gunshot quickly though.”

“Your energies are unstable,” Liz said. “You shouldn’t be out there prancing around until we get you back to normal.”

“The second that guy left, I had my powers back—like with Ethano.”

“Maybe’s there’s a short.”

“No, I’m sure the Immortal blocked my powers,” I said.

“He was probably shocked to see an Immortal in this world who is not part of his secret clan,” Victor said.

“Tell me about it. It was a huge shock for me,” I said. “Literally.”

Liz laughed. “I get it. Because he shocked you. Ha-ha. Real funny, sis. It could be that the Immortal had a strong energy force that didn’t mix well with yours.”

“The man said he could feel that my energies were off kilter, and that was why I couldn’t tackle the robber.” I looked at Victor. “What do you think?”

“I think we should keep peace with them and not anger them since we are in their territory.”

I pondered that for a moment. “If there is an Immortal hierarchy in your world, I’m sure there’s one here too—only more…modern.”

Liz smiled. “What’s your point?”

“They probably have cures or maybe even Immortal doctors with high-tech, modern equipment.”

The wind swayed in Victor’s hair as he thought about it. “I’ll find you an Immortal healer, Sarah.”

“What if they aren’t friendly?” Liz said. “We can’t risk it. Sarah can’t take losing you again. The grief will be too much. Not to mention, the baby needs his father.”

Victor’s lips pressed into grim lines. “Sarah and the baby won’t be able to handle the strain much longer.”

“Don’t say that,” Liz roared.

“We need to do something drastic. I think it’s worth the chance,” I said. “The blue-eyed guy seemed friendly, not hostile in the slightest.”

“That was
him,” Liz said. “You don’t know how his clan is going to react to strangers in their territory.”

“We’ll feel them out,” I said, “and don’t forget that the man in the store helped cover up my identity. He made sure there was no trace of my blood and shorted out the cameras.”

“Yeah,” Liz said, “so he could protect his own kind. If you had been discovered, the nosy feds would be putting together some kind of committee or research team to hunt us down and learn more, exposing all Immortals.”

“So you’re saying he only did it to protect Immortals?” I asked.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

I blinked. “If that was the case, why didn’t he just whisk me out of there?”

“Your energies collided. I think he knew that if he touched you again, he might have killed you inadvertently,” Victor said. “I think he left so you could have your powers back.”

Liz let out a long breath. “You know what I think? I think Little Miss Vigilante here should be sequestered in this house till she’s all fixed.”

“Fixed?” I rolled my eyes. “You make me sound like a broken appliance.”

“If you weren’t broken, you would’ve been able to fend off that gunman with no problem, just like you did at the club.”

Victor raised a brow. “There was trouble at the tavern?”

Liz threw an arm around me. “Yeah, she took down that mugger like a champ.”

Victor looked at me angrily. “Why did you not tell me?”

“Because of the way you’re acting now.”

Victor pulled me close. “Sarah, it is not only your life at stake. You are carrying our child. You must be mindful of our baby’s welfare as well as your own.”

“That’s right,” Liz agreed. “You’re carrying my nephew, and I demand you stay on bed rest until we figure out what’s going on.” She nudged Victor. “Am I right?”

“I don’t believe it is necessary for her to stay in bed all day,” Victor said, “but it does seem your world is just as dangerous as mine.”

“Why don’t you two just wrap me up in bubble wrap and put me in a giant bubble?” I said.

“Sarah, honey, is that your voice?” my mom called from the porch.

My pulse quickened, and I hid behind Victor. “Distract her while I get upstairs to take a shower and get rid of this shirt.”

“I’ve got you covered,” Liz said.

 

  


Chapter 23

After dinner, I wanted to spend some alone time with Victor. I was eager to take him to one of my favorite places, Winterfest. Victor strolled outside wearing his sexy leather jacket over a white shirt with a pair of faded blue jeans. He had more sex appeal than any guy I’d ever dated. He shot me a soft, sexy half-smile, and I wrapped my arm around him, staring at his rugged, masculine features.

After the nighttime parade, Victor held my hand, and we strolled the streets, admiring the joys of the season. Snow dusted the pine branches and swirled around the street lamps.
Walking through the outdoor wonderland, past lit reindeer, angels, nativity scenes, and Santa sculptures, we joined hundreds of people who all crowded around sidewalks to stare up at the Christmas tree in all its holiday splendor. There were 10,000 multicolored lights on miles of wire, wrapped around the towering Norway spruce that was crowned by a Swarovski crystal star. I smiled as the lights flickered and the crowd cheered in delight.

“It’s glorious,” Victor said.

“I know. It always takes my breath away,” I said putting my hands in my black wool coat. “This is going to be a fairytale Christmas.” I had the love of my life by my side, my sister, my parents, and I was pregnant with a bouncing baby boy. At that moment, there couldn’t have been anything finer on my Christmas list.

Victor
nodded, and I could tell how amazed and stunned he was by all the twinkling, colorful lights. He was equally amazed by cell phones, appliances, cars, and guns. My world was so very different from his. I wondered if he wanted to escape or embrace our high-tech world. Victor was undergoing tremendous changes in his life, taking on a new cultural identity. I didn’t know if the cultural barriers could ever be conquered entirely. I didn’t know if he could appreciate both his heritage and his new way of life.

“I’ve never missed the tree lighting…well, except for last year, when I was in your world.” I stared at the marvelous sight. “My parents brought me here every year, and we loved ice-skating and drink hot chocolate.” I smiled at the memory.

“Hot chocolate? Let’s have some. I’d love to try it,” Victor said.

“I’d love that.”

Christmas carolers began to sing “Silent Night.”

“Hear that?”

“The singing?”

I gripped his hand. “That’s my favorite Christmas song! I used to go caroling with my friends. A special song like that is the heartbeat of Christmas.”

“It’s a wonderful tradition,” Victor said. “I cannot wait for this Christmas Eve you told me about, especially since I get to spend it with you.”

“You know what Liz used to do to me?”

His black hair swirled in the gust of wind. “I can only imagine.” He smiled.

“She used to tell me that reindeer were on the roof, and I totally believed her when she’d squeeze my shoulder and screamed that she’d just seen a hoof. I would sneak outside at one a.m. and look for Santa’s reindeer on Christmas Eve.”

He chuckled and pulled me close as I snuggled into his embrace. After the tree lighting, we were rewarded with a spectacular fireworks show. Snowflakes fell onto Victor’s face, and I watched them linger on his eyelashes before melting. Leaning down, he kissed me in a soft, tender kiss. Tingles shot up my spine at his delicate caress. From his hug to his kiss to his touch, I loved everything about him.

“I’ll love you always and forever,” he said, but then Victor suddenly broke off our embrace and glanced around.

“What is it?”

“I sense an Immortal presence,” he said. “Do you feel it?”

“No,” I said. “It’s probably because you’re much older.”

“We do not feel one another’s presence where I come from. This is…odd.” He continued to glance around, alert for signs of danger. “If I had, I would have known you were human and not the Immortal Princess Gloria.”

“Then how do you know the presence is Immortal?” I asked.

He gripped my hand. “It feels strong—stronger than anything I’ve ever felt. Something just feels…amiss.”

“Let’s go,” I said, clutching his hand, hoping some hot chocolate would calm him down.

As I made a quick glance over my shoulder,
a few men walked briskly toward us in long black coats. They all had the same light blue eyes, and when I studied their fingers, I saw the same blue ring as the one worn by the man I’d encountered in the mini-mart.

“Those must be the Immortals!” I said. “Let’s talk to them.” I was dying to know more about them, and I was sure having them as alliances would work in our favor.

“We’ll let them know we’re peaceful and mean them no harm,” Victor said.

I looped my arm in Victor’s. “My thoughts exactly.”

As they approached, my heart raced.
I gasped as one of the men pulled out a gun and pointed it directly at us. “They’re armed,” I said. “Why would they pull out a gun in public like that?”

When Victor lifted his arm, his eyes grew wide.
“Sarah, my powers are gone.”

I concentrated and didn’t feel the familiar electricity racing up my arm. “Mine too!”

We
dived on the ground as bullets rang out, and we hurriedly army-crawled behind a ticket booth, scrambling for cover. Victor grabbed his chest; he’d been hit. I knew then that trying to talk to the Immortals was not an option.

Shudders ran through my whole body. “Are you okay?”

He nodded.

I continued, “I’m going to take a wild guess here and say they’re not very friendly.”

“We are at a huge disadvantage,” he said, peeking out. “We have no weapons nor powers.”

He was completely out of his element.
He knew how to conquer his enemies in Tastia, but things were different now. There were no rules, and we had no idea what we were facing or what we were up against.

“Victor, I know you don’t like to run, but we have no idea who these people are or what they want with us, and we have no way to fight them right now.”

“I’d fight anyway, but I wish to keep you and our child safe.”

I touched his face. “Let’s not deal with these guys right now.”

Gripping my hand, Victor dragged me through the crowd of people.
We twisted and turned around all of the Christmas displays and decorations. Dodging through the Christmas carolers, I was sure we’d gotten a good head start. I pulled the car keys out of my pocket and spotted the car. I let out a tiny sigh of relief, the tension releasing in my shoulders. Glancing around, I didn’t see anyone, but a flash of light burst through my head.

Time slowed down, and I was thrown into a completely different scene. I was sure I was inside one of my visions. I was in the back seat of the car of the two men who were chasing us. The driver was a lanky man with short brown hair, in his mid-thirties. The other man had reddish-brown hair. Glancing out the windshield, I could see my car in front of them on the lonely stretch of road. The man in the passenger seat held a notepad in his hand and had written down the license plate numbers. Suddenly, the scene played out, almost as if someone had turned off the pause button.

The driver turned to the passenger. “Run the plates. Get an address. We’ll send a team over to that location.”

I stared up at the night sky as Victor’s voice jolted me back to reality. “Sarah, are you okay? What’s wrong?”

“I had a vision!” I shouted, running to the back of the car.

“What are you doing?”

“Stopping my vision from coming true.” I ripped off the license plate just as a bullet whizzed over my head. I peered around in the darkness but didn’t see anyone in the deserted parking lot. More shots fired in rapid succession, and I bolted to the driver side and slipped inside.

Victor buckled his seatbelt, then grabbed the license plate from me. When he cocked a brow, I explained as I started the car and put it in drive.

“In my vision, they ran these plates and got our address. I can’t have my supernatural world spilling into my parents’ lives. They’ve been through enough. I just can’t have these guys showing up at my parents’ house and hurting them.”

I sped away as the tires squealed
and accelerated onto the main road. The speedometer shot up to sixty, but I drove faster and faster. A cold chill ran through me when I felt the car skidding around the turns. Speeding rapidly in pursuit, a white Sedan was gaining on us.

“Who do you think they are?” I shouted.

“Immortals,” he said, moaning loudly as he pulled out the bullet from the left side of his chest.

I tightened my sweaty grip on the wheel.
“I’m so sorry, babe. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” he said, applying pressure. “I’m already healing.”

“That makes me feel better.” I gripped the steering wheel. “How do they drain us of our powers?”

“I don’t know, but we must find out.”

I wiped the beads of sweat from my brow.
“Liz said I lost my powers in the store because my powers were unstable.”

“It had nothing to do with you. Somehow, that man was able to paralyze your powers, to block them.”

“I don’t think they drain them, because the second the guy left, I had my powers right back.”

“Then they somehow know how to block them.”

“I don’t think it’s planned. The guy in the store didn’t know what was going on. He seemed as confused as I was. I don’t think he was consciously controlling them.”

“Their energy is more powerful than ours, and it somehow blindsides ours.”

I sped even faster as glass shattered with a
boom. I pulled the steering wheel hard to the right as we rounded a corner, and we veered off the pavement, only to sideswipe a telephone pole.

“They’re firing!” I said, my fingers gripping the vibrating steering wheel. The car suddenly jolted as the sedan slammed into our back bumper. I gasped and jerked back. It was a wonder I didn’t have a wicked case of whiplash.

“Sarah, can you increase the speed of this vehicle?” Victor asked.

“I’m trying!” I said, but the speedometer was already at ninety, and it wasn’t exactly a NASCAR vehicle.

 

  


Chapter 24

I clutched the steering wheel and glanced in my rearview mirror, only to discover that a long line of cars was following me. I shuddered.
What do they want? Why are they shooting at us? Who are they?
The sound of bullets hitting the car made me gasp. I put the pedal flat to the floor, not knowing how long I could keep up the reckless pace. The car rattled and the tires slipped as I accidently hit a rut. I gritted my teeth, fighting to keep control of the automobile as we swerved left, then right.

“Did you feel that?” Victor asked. “I feel my powers surging through me.”

I bit my lip. “We’re just far enough ahead of them to have our powers back.”

“Stop this vehicle,” he said.

“Why? What do you plan to do?”

He glanced out the back window.
“I will put a halt to this pursuit, but I must do it now, before my powers are blocked again.”

I nodded, put on the brakes, and shifted the car into park. I left the engine running so we could make a quick getaway.

Victor raced out the door and held up his hands.
I hurried out the driver side and stood next to him. As I watched his hands glow, I knew what trick he was trying:
Fireballs! I threw my hands into the air. Just as my fingers began to tingle, my headache returned, throbbing so badly that I couldn’t concentrate. I leaned over and gripped the car, then sucked in a deep breath. A burst of flames and a shower of sparks caught my eye as a crash echoed in the distance. Victor had held them off by knocking down a tangle of telephone poles into the middle of the road.

He
grabbed my arm. “Let’s go.”

“Victor, I can’t drive,” I whispered, pressing my fingers into my temples. “My head’s about to explode.”

“We can trace back home.”

I was sure running at
Immortal speed would do my headache no favors, but that wasn’t my main reason for refusing. “I can’t have those Immortals finding my parents’ car and running the plates to see who it belongs to. If they show up at my parents’ place and hurt them, I won’t be able to live with myself.”

“Your dad taught Charles and I how to drive, remember?”

“It was one lesson. I’m not sure you’re ready.”

“I can do it, Sarah. I am aware there is still much to learn, but I am sure I can manage. Just remind me what to do.”

I was blindsided by the pain, but we had to get out of there. “All right. The car’s still running. Just put it in drive and hit the gas pedal.”

He sat in the driver seat and gripped the steering wheel.

“Are you comfortable? Can you reach the pedals?” I asked, slipping into the passenger side. I didn’t know who was more nervous, me or him.

He buckled the seatbelt
and adjusted the seat. “Like your dad told me, it’s a piece of cake.”

“The gas pedal is on the right, and the brake pedal is on the left. Just hit the gas and steer.”

The car jerked forward.

I coaxed, “Follow the road using the steering wheel. If you need to slow down, ease your foot off the gas.”

We jerked forward when he pressed the gas a little too hard.
“I can’t believe I’m driving this machine.” Victor jerked the steering wheel again, and the car slid off the road as tires squealed. He regained control, but the car suddenly drifted right and struck the guardrail with a grinding sound, then suddenly bounced back.

I sucked in a big breath.

“Don’t worry. I can do this,” Victor said, clutching the steering wheel as we rounded the corner.

More pain exploded in my head, and I gripped my head, letting out a moan.

“Sarah?”

“Please just focus on the road. Remember when I explained the streetlights and stop signs to you?” I asked, trying to speak in a rational tone.

“I remember. Red means stop, and green means go. How does your head feel, love?”

“It’s got Excedrin written all over it—and then some.”

“Excuse me?”

“Never mind. It’s getting worse. We have to hurry.” I gritted my teeth as the pain overwhelmed me, but I couldn’t help but notice how relaxed and confident he was.

“This is much easier than I thought,” Victor said, focusing his eyes on the road. “The vehicle obeys much better than stubborn horses.”

“I’ve always enjoyed driving.” I clasped my head as another wave hit me. “Why is my head hurting so bad?” I asked.

Before he
could answer, he swerved left, then right. A horn blared as he almost hit an oncoming car in the left lane.

I clutched my heart.
“On second thought, maybe you should let me take over. Then again, I did manage to hit a telephone pole.”

“We’re almost home,” he said.

I took a quick breath and closed my eyes, wishing I could get my hands on a bottle or two of Motrin.

Tires squealed as
Victor pulled into the driveway of my parents’ house. He hit the brakes too hard, and I flew forward, then hit my head on the back of the seat.

“Sarah, I am so sorry. That couldn’t have helped your headache.”

“I’m fine,” I whispered, downplaying the pain. I reached over and shifted the gear into park and pulled out the keys. “You did great. How is your chest?”

“Completely healed,” he said, climbing out of the car.

“What’s going on?” Liz asked, rushing off the porch. “When did Victor’s get his driving permit?”

“Funny, Liz. I couldn’t drive, thanks to one of these mega-migraines. Where are Mom and Dad?” I asked, with a frantic edge in my voice.

“I just got home, but they left a note. They went to a movie and won’t be back for hours.”

“Where’s Charles?” I asked.

“Taking a shower.” Liz cocked a brow. “What’s going on?”

My gaze narrowed. “We just had a run-in with those blue-eyed, blue-ring Immortals.”

Liz placed her hands on her hips.
“Well, did they pencil you in for an appointment with the Immortal healer?”

I laughed sarcastically.
“Hardly.”

Her eyes widened.
“What happened?”

“All hell broke loose.” I pointed to Victor’s bloodstained white shirt.

“Oh my gosh! Are you okay?” Liz asked, rushing over.

“Just a scratch,” I said, “and it’s all healed up.”

“Victor, what happened?” she asked.

“They shot at us—with guns.”

“Mom’s pride and joy took some damage. She’s gonna kill me,” I said, examining the car.

Liz
walked over and crossed her arms. “Those freaks shot out Mom’s rear window. Did you give ‘em hell or what?”

“We could do nothing. They rendered our powers useless,” Victor said.

“So Sarah wasn’t short-circuiting at the mini-mart?”

“Well, kind of,” I said. “The blue-eyed Immortal blocked my power, but not my strength or Immortal senses. I couldn’t tackle that robber because I’d lost my Immortal strength. The new energy coming in—the power of sight that Helena told me about—is wreaking havoc on my body. When the man immobilized my powers, the new energy had nothing to cling to, so it latched on and disabled the only thing I had left, my strength.”

“That’s why you were defenseless against the robber,” Liz said. “What did the Immortals say to you?”

“Nothing. They just shot at us and tried to run us off the road.”

“This isn’t good,” Liz said. “I just got back from Della’s hotel room. She wasn’t there, and it looked as if someone had rummaged through her room.”

“We have no idea who we’re dealing with,” I said. “We need to leave. If we stay here, we’ll put Mom and Dad in danger. They don’t deserve that.”

“Do you think these guys came through the portal?” Liz asked. “Wait.” She held up her hand. “Let me ask Mr. History here.”

“I have never heard of men like these,” Victor said. He cocked a brow. “What if Ethano took Della? He warned that she was next on his list.”

I gasped. The thought of Ethano stepping foot in my world sickened me.

Victor put his arm around my waist. “Don’t worry, Sarah. I will not allow him to hurt you ever again.”

“We don’t know if Ethano had anything to do with it,” Liz said. “Maybe the blue-eyed posse have something against Della.”

“Do you think they’d hurt her?” I asked.

“We can’t take that kind of risk,” Liz said. “We have to find her, whether you like her or not!”

“I have to make sure Sarah is safe first,” Victor said. “She and the baby are my first priority.”

Liz
looked up at Victor. “I know Della hurt you bad, but surely you can’t just let some unknown Immortal race steal her. She is one of us.”

Charles stormed up the driveway
in a rage, having overheard the conversation. He was still dripping wet from his shower, and it was the first time I’d ever seen him lose his temper. “You’ve murdered thousands of people during your battles over the years. So what’s one more victim, eh, Victor? Is she disposable like all the others?”

We hadn’t filled him in on what was going on, but obviously, his Immortal hearing had picked up on the end of our conversation.

“I will find my mother, no matter the risk.” He threw up his arms. “You loved Della with all your heart for hundreds of years. How can you stand by and allow Ethano or the blue-eyed Immortals to harm or kill her?”

“I only said I must protect Sarah and the baby, Charles. Of course I will help you find Della. We should go to her room at the inn first, to see if we can find any clues as to who might have taken her,” Victor said.

“Thanks, Victor,” Liz said. “We can really use your help.”

“I must learn how to use the weapons of this world,” Victor said. “Where can I get them, and who can show me how to use them?”

“I agree,” Charles said. “I feel at a disadvantage here. If those Immortals can block our powers and shoot at us with guns, we must have weapons to fight back. Their weapons are far more powerful than anything we’ve used before.”

“Yeah, swords won’t cut it here in my world,” Liz said, then slightly giggled at her own pun.

My pounding headache overtook me, and everything started to spin. I could hear my friends and my sister talking, but there was a foggy haze clouding over me.

My sister touched my back.
“Sarah?” When I didn’t answer, she said, “She’s in no condition to come with us, and we can’t leave her here. What if they find out where we live?”

Spots danced in my vision, and my legs began to wobble. Then, I suddenly collapsed.

Victor scooped me up.
“We’ll take her to Beth’s.”

Everything spun around me, and time blurred. I wasn’t sure how much time passed, but I was so tired. I closed my eyes to take a quick nap, and a sudden jar woke me up. I found myself lying on a bed, sweating profusely.

Victor
was holding a cool washcloth over my forehead. “You’re at Beth’s,” he said, stroking my hair softly.

I looked around and recognized the familiar surroundings.
“I’m in her bedroom? I can’t make her sleep on the couch. It would be so rude, and—”

“She insisted. She’s a good friend.”

“She’s always been like that,” I said. “She always puts others before her own needs.”

“Beth is a wonderful woman, and she is very worried about you.” He handed me two brown pills and a glass of water. “Beth said these medicines will help.”

“Thank you.” I swallowed the pills and chased them down with water. “Victor, something’s wrong,” I said. “I feel like I’m slowly dying.”

I could see the pain in his face, his awareness that he had no idea how to fix me, broken appliance that I was. I still couldn’t understand why Liz had completed the transformation with no difficulty. My body couldn’t take the energies flooding through it. I feared for my safety and for the safety of my unborn child.

“I decided to stay here with you,” Victor said. “If Ethano has come through the portal, you will need me to protect you.”

“No,” I whispered. “I just need more sleep. There’s nothing you can do for me right now, and Della needs your help. Please go. My sister will go with or without you because she’s loyal to Della and because it’s her mother-n-law and her best friend. She needs you in case those blue-ringed Immortals come back.”

“She has Charles. I will stay with my wife. Beth thinks we should all stay the night here. We’ll go look for Della when you’re better in the morning.”

“If you don’t go, I’ll go myself. Someone has to look out for my sister.” I tried to stand but swayed and fell into Victor’s arms.

He placed a kiss on my forehead, then touched my stomach. “You and the baby get some rest, and I’ll go with Liz and Charles to look for clues.”

“You’re so wonderful. Just please be careful. Ethano could be out there lurking around.”

“If he is, he could easily find you. I have a trick that will—”

“Keep me off his radar if he’s here in town?” I finished.

“Yes.” He closed his eyes and touched my ring. “It won’t work for long, but it’ll keep you safe until I get back.”

I sucked in a deep breath. I wanted to go with them, but my head was still aching.

He knelt down and touched my stomach again.
“The baby is getting excited. Please try to close your eyes and rest.”

I cocked a brow.
“Can you hear our baby?”

He smiled. “Yes.” He reached for my hand and placed it on top of my belly. He closed his eyes and focused.

Suddenly, I heard a swishy sound,
blood flowing through the umbilical cord or placenta. I could hardly contain my excitement. “It sounds like a train going through a tunnel.”

“I am not sure what a train is, but to me, it sounds like wind blowing through the trees.”

I jumped when suddenly a
faint heartbeat. “Is that the baby?”

He nodded with enthusiasm.

My eyes widened in awe. “It’s faster than mine.” When I closed my eyes and focused, I could hear the heartbeat grow stronger. It sounded like a herd of horses galloping in water. I smiled widely as I met his gaze. My eyes welled with tears at Victor’s emotion; I could tell he was just as touched as I was. “I love you so much,” I said.

He cupped my cheek. “I love you too.”

“I can’t do this without you,” I whispered. “I just can’t.”

“What makes you think you will ever have to?” He kissed me on the lips, and when I tried to speak, he held a finger to my mouth. “Before I met you, I thought I had everything I would ever need to make me happy. Then you walked into my life in that silly outfit and hat and changed everything.”

I laughed. “What? You didn’t like the camouflage shirt, pants, and matching hat? Need I remind you I was on an expedition in the middle of the woods?”

“You were so stubborn, strong, and independent, and I loved the way you stood up to me.”

“I think Liz and I got that from our father,” I said.

“I knew right then, in that very moment, that there was something special about you, and it was in that instant that I realized how empty my life was without somebody like you in it.” He gazed longingly into my eyes. “Don’t you see? You brought my dead heart back to life. I love you, and I will never let you go.”

“You’re giving me goosebumps.” Tears welled up in my eyes.

He kissed me one last time, and the door clicked softly as he left the room.

My headache was still
pounding, but hearing our baby’s heartbeat and Victor’s declaration of love distracted me from my pain a bit. Still, I knew there was something desperately wrong with me. I wondered if I would even be able to deliver the baby into the world. Our baby deserved a chance at life, and I would have to fight, if only long enough to bear him. Part of me wondered if we’d made the right decision in returning to my world. No one could help me in modern times, and for a moment, I almost contemplated going back.

I felt a connection to the little life growing inside of me and poured out some of my most private thoughts and fears. I felt my belly and began to talk to my baby. “Dear little angel, I hope you can hear my voice. Though we haven’t met, I love you more than anything. You’ll be joining our family soon, and I can’t wait to see your beautiful face and hold those little fingers and feet. I eagerly await seeing your smile, hearing your tiny giggles. You are loved, wanted, and cherished. I’ve never felt such love for a person I’ve never met before, but even now, my love for you is unconditional, eternal, and pure.”

I stroked my stomach lovingly.
“I thought you might want to hear that from your mama, little one.
I’ve been thinking about you all the time, and I can’t wait for you to come in this world. Always know you were conceived out of perfect love. I picture you as a handsome boy dressed in blue, and you will have the most loving parents. Fate brought us together from two different worlds, two different dimensions. Your daddy is from Tastia, and I’m from California. Both cities can be a scary place, but no matter where we are, he and I will be there to take care of you and protect you. No matter what challenges we face as a family, I promise to love you more than anything. I’ve heard that once a mother holds her baby in her arms, the love that swells in her heart is overwhelming. I know my love for you can only grow, and that makes me smile. I cannot wait to meet you, my precious, first child!”

I wasn’t sure how everything would turn out. I wanted nothing more than to give birth to a bouncing baby boy. I’d seen his sweet face in my visions, and I longed to meet him.
If I don’t live long enough to give my baby life, I just…
I couldn’t even think about it, because the pain hurt so deeply. Somehow, I had to find a way to conquer the energy that was taking over my body and slowly killing me. Victor would help me; he was my rock, my hero, and my best friend. I closed my eyes and quickly fell into a deep sleep, dreaming of little fingers curling around mine and blue eyes looking up at me—as blue as his daddy’s.

 


The End
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Sarah’s journey continues with
Eternal Bloom. (see new cover below)
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To save the life of herself and her unborn baby, Sarah must find a rare flower to cure the imbalance of energy flooding through her body.
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