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 When Liam Caldwell’s plane makes an emergency landing at Nomad Airlines, Nadya is quick on the scene to help. Her family has managed the airport for generations and Liam is one of their most important pilots. Things shift for Liam and Nadya when Liam is pulled from the plane after an emergency landing, bleeding and injured. No one, including her father, seems too concerned. Liam disappears before 911 can show up, piquing Nadya interest, so much that she follows him home. This decision ignites a dormant connection between Nadya and Liam, one that spans from this world to another.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Nadya
I can’t remember the first time I saw Liam Caldwell. Like many others that came in and out of our tiny offices at Nomad Airlines he’d always been there—like a hazy ghost or vague shadow ingrained in my earliest memories. When he finally, truly, landed on my radar it wasn’t from fondness or shared pleasantries or even quirky gestures like our other customers. It was the opposite. He wasn’t very nice. Not that he was mean, but around here, to be anything other than friendly was an abnormality. Like everything else in our small town, the customers and staff at Nomad Airlines were a tight group. 
 
    Liam Caldwell clung to the edges like fringe. 
 
    “What’s his problem?” I asked my dad one day after it was safe to gossip. Liam’s four-seater had taken off right on schedule filling the early morning air with a familiar buzzing hum. The sun glinted off the tinted windows and I wondered for the millionth time what he did on these trips. Most of the pilots shared their lives with us—giving a glimpse of the world outside tiny Wuakegen, Illinois—the only place I’d ever been. 
 
    “Mr. Caldwell is very private, Nadya,” my father replied, eyes trained on the paperwork on his desk. I hopped up on tiny corner of clean space on the desktop and flipped through a couple invoices. “He pays his bills. He’s polite. Never causes me trouble. It doesn’t bother me that he doesn’t want to chat like a gaggle of women.” 
 
    My teeth ground at the borderline sexist comment, but arguing was pointless. My father had always been a traditionalist and completely overprotective. I can’t blame him after what happened to my mom, but really, was it fair to stifle your only daughter out of fear? 
 
    “Don’t bother him,” he added, shoving some papers into a file and slamming the metal drawer shut. “I know how you get.” 
 
     “Don’t you think it’s strange that he never talks to us? Even Mr. Peterson shows me pictures of his grandkids and he’s pretty rough around the edges,” I said, referring to the old man that no longer flew his plane but still came out to the hangar three times a week and kept her in pristine condition. “My interaction with him today included one head nod and a grunted, ‘thank you.’” 
 
    “You’re complaining about him saying thank you?” 
 
    “No. It’s just weird. How long has he been coming here? Years, right? Why can’t he carry on a normal conversation? I wonder if he’s married, although I doubt it. He’s too cranky, plus he’s never brought anyone with him on a flight. I checked the logs.” 
 
    “Maybe you scare him,” he suggested, eyeing my clothing. 
 
    I rolled my eyes in reply. Pop wasn’t a big fan of my wardrobe. Or my hair. I wore it long, straight, and black with thick blunt bangs across my forehead. Colorful highlights ran down my face. Sometimes pink, currently purple. He also didn’t care for the way I fixed my makeup.  Witch-girl was what one of the jerks at the diner in town called me. Whatever. If it gave me a little breathing room, I’d take the slander. Plus, whoever said being a witch would be a bad thing? I’d decided years before that maybe if I looked the part, I would inherit my mother’s gifts, after all.  
 
    If they actually existed. 
 
    “I doubt he’s worried about a little eyeliner and a few piercings.” 
 
    Pop leaned back in his seat and sighed. “Do you have a crush on Mr. Caldwell? Because we’ve talked about this. No—” 
 
    “Dating. I know.” My father had come a long way since his ultra-religious upbringing. He grew up in a strict God-fearing background and had renounced it for my mother. Unfortunately, after her death he’d reverted back to more conservative ways, including no unsupervised dates, which pretty much meant no boy around would ask me out as soon as they heard that. 
 
     I was twenty years-old, for Christ’s sake. He had to have to relent at some point. Otherwise, I’d end up married to the stupid airport.  
 
    “I’m not interested in Mr. Caldwell like that. He’s just very mysterious.” And fine, he was handsome, I conceded. Thick black hair. Piercing green eyes. A strong profile, marred by a slight lump in the bridge of his nose. Broken? I wondered how he got it more than once while he filled out paperwork at the desk.  I didn’t actually say anything out loud because I could sense my father’s disapproval and almost see his frown and narrowed eyes. He’d pull me off the front desk if he suspected anything more than a curious interest. 
 
     Pop rubbed his hands over his eyes. “So much like your mother. You can’t just leave anything alone, can you?” 
 
    “Good thing she didn’t, or we wouldn’t be here right now.” 
 
    He smiled, somewhere between happy and wistful. He gave up everything to be with my mother. Left his family and the church. Thirty years ago, at age nineteen, he rolled into town on a pilgrimage to determine if he thought he should go into the priesthood. Instead he met my mother, Claudia, who was only fifteen at the time. “One look,” he told me. That’s all it took and he left his family, his culture and way of life. Pop settled in this tiny town by the waterfront, got a job at the airport working maintenance and wooed my mother into submission—eventually. The tradition didn’t work with her. She was a modern woman and she made him work for it. Five years later they were married and five years after that he bought the airport. Once I arrived they basically raised me behind the counter. 
 
    “Well,” I told him, hopping off the desk and moving to the office door. “I’ve decided to crack him.” 
 
    “Crack him?” 
 
    “Yep. I’ll make him smile. Find out something personal. It will be a challenge.” Something to keep me busy, I said to myself.  
 
    “Good luck, honey,” he said, focusing back on his papers. I could tell by his tone he thought I was being silly. “Make sure you get the maintenance schedule up, okay?” 
 
    I left the room, well aware that I’d been dismissed. The airport lounge was empty, so I sat behind my counter and pulled up Liam Caldwell’s records on the computer. I was twenty years-old, worked in a tiny airport with my father, and had no real future. The way I saw it, I had nothing to lose but time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “How’s the outlook today?” Colleen asked from her spot across from my counter in the tiny coffee shop. She pushed a lock of red hair behind her ear and continued refilling the napkin dispenser. 
 
    I opened the paper, scanning over the local news before settling on the daily horoscopes. “Other than this poor guy murdered down by the dock, things are looking pretty good.” I grimaced at the description of his slashed throat. “Here’s mine: Swimming in the deep waters of your own imagination can be a luxurious and refreshing experience. However, it's critical to understand that an inner symbolic journey might trigger a deep longing for meaning that cannot be easily found in the outer world.” Reading the horoscope was our daily tradition. 
 
    “Such a Pisces.” 
 
     I shrugged and left the paper on the top of the counter to greet my first customer of the day. “How are you today, Mr. Johnson?” 
 
    “Wonderful, Nadya. You?” 
 
    “I can’t complain,” I replied, smiling. I kept my eyes trained on Mr. Johnson and not out the glass the door where I’d seen the flash of Liam Caldwell’s black car arriving in the parking lot. 
 
    “Weather should be perfect for your flight today.” 
 
    “Yep, weatherman said everything should be clear blue skies.” 
 
     He strode in with quiet confidence and I stole a glance in his direction. He paid no attention to his surroundings, his eyes firmly cast down at the newspaper he carried. My goal was to get something—anything—out of him.  
 
    After double checking the paperwork, I finished up so I could give Mr. Caldwell my full attention. “See you this afternoon, Mr. Johnson, have a safe flight.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nadya. Have a good day.” 
 
    Mr. Johnson left through the side door, toward the hangars. Each pilot had to check in with me before they departed the airport. We went over any last minute weather issues, scheduling concerns and updated take-off procedures. On a normal day, there was no more than one plane taking off at a time, but safety was our priority.  One accident and Pop could lose the whole business. 
 
     “Good morning, Mr. Caldwell.” 
 
    “Hello,” he said in a quiet voice. He passed over his flight plan and I skimmed the meticulous handwriting. “Everything cleared for my take off at 9 AM?” 
 
    “Yes sir; I got your message this morning. Brayden has already been out to ready your plane. You should be able to take off on time.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I located the clipboard and flight plan he needed to sign before leaving the lounge. Instead of handing it to him I took a deep breath and asked, “Headed anywhere exciting today?” 
 
    “No,” he replied, checking his watch. “Not particularly.” 
 
    “Has to be better than this,” I joked but stopped when his eyes met mine and I felt a cool chill. Okay then. I passed the clipboard over the counter and placed the pen on top. “Please sign here.” 
 
    My heart sank when I realized today was not going to be the day for me to break through the wall Liam Caldwell had erected around himself. His exterior was too tough. I needed something to go on. Something personal. I scanned him, searching for anything that could work. 
 
    Hair: Neat and tidy. 
 
    Jacket: Worn leather, looked soft. And expensive. 
 
    Shoes: Same as above. 
 
    Jewelry: None. Well—the watch, which again, looked pricey.  
 
    Clothing: crisp blue button up, dark jeans. He’d worn this same outfit in a million times before. Too casual for a desk job. Too expensive for something less.  
 
    Black leather bag, slung over his shoulder; no tag. Nothing identifiable. He carried it each trip, regardless of how short or long. 
 
    Nothing. That’s what I had. No wonder he reminded me  of a shadow. 
 
    Twice I had noted a variation. The first was several months before, when he arrived with small bruise under his eye. The kind you get from being punched or from walking into a door. A couple of weeks later his knuckles bore red, inflamed scrapes.  
 
    Neither of these were anything more than pieces of a puzzle I desperately wanted to solve.  
 
    He signed his name, neat and graceful on the form, and laid it on the counter. I’d blown my chance, so I went back to the business of ignoring him, filing away the form and checking the schedule. 
 
    “Have a good fli—” I started to say, like I do to every customer, but stopped short when I saw what he was looking at. What he was doing. 
 
    His eyes, the blue ones, were staring at my newspaper—at the horoscope page. This was unexpected. 
 
    “Um, would you like to take the paper with you?” I asked, moving to hand it to him. 
 
    His face jerked upward and our eyes held, longer than ever before. He shook his head and turned quickly, leaving me in shock as he exited the building. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Like all obsessions, the one with Liam Caldwell snuck up on me. One day I was simply trying to figure out how to strike up a conversation with him, to learn a little more about him, and the next I had his entire internet history printed out and hidden in my desk. And by entire history I mean one page, including his driver’s license, pilot’s license, and other paperwork we kept in his file. 
 
    Oh, and I might have started taking notes in a small pink notebook with glitter on the cover. At least it wasn’t Monster’s High. 
 
    I’d like to say he came in like clockwork. Every two days, carrying the same bag, wearing a trench coat and dark glasses, but that’s not how he operated. His flights were erratic, sometimes lasting for days, and once for two weeks. Each time he charted his small plane into the city. Did he work there? Have an apartment? He listed his employment and employer as himself, chair of the Caldwell Foundation. It sounded classy, but the information I found on it sounded vague. Something research-oriented that became boring two paragraphs in. Plus, it seemed a little odd for a twenty-seven year old to operate a business of such caliber. 
 
     His schedule seemed odd, as he often left for several days at once…but then other times his return time was quick. And why not just live in Chicago? Why fly back and forth? The distance was minimal. I had too many questions—none of which were my business. 
 
    Yet, I considered a dozen times over the following days, he’d lowered his guard that one time with the paper; I knew it was something I could use. I was sure of it. 
 
    “Maybe he just wanted to see if his plane would crash,” Colleen offered during our lunch break the following week.  She’d started working at the airport  around the same time my mother passed. At first I thought she’d try to mother me—maybe try to take her place. Instead she was more like a crazy aunt that lived in the spare bedroom.  
 
    “No, I think it was something more than that.” What that something was I had no idea. I knew I was stretching. 
 
    “What’s his sign?” 
 
    “Sagittarius.” November 27th, 1988.  Colleen raised an eyebrow and I sighed. “I know. Makes sense, right?” 
 
    “No wonder he’s so aloof,” she said. Sagittarians are well known for their love of freedom and truth. Rarely committed to someone. Bingo. 
 
    I’d started reading my horoscope when I was ten. This was around the time I learned about the rumors following my mother’s death. People in town liked to gossip that she was a witch. Stupid, I know. It wasn’t like we lived two hundred years ago in Salem. But the rumor persisted, and instead of fighting it, I just embraced it.  I’d always known my mother had different ideas about life, and in some ways it was comforting. At my lowest points I pretended she died fighting some sort of evil, not from an aneurysm that went off in her brain like a bomb.  
 
    Around twelve I began dressing the part—or what I thought was the part. Delving into the miniscule number of occult books at my used book store and whatever I could find online that wasn’t blocked by my father’s security measures. Dark makeup and clothes became my uniform, including the required goth-like dresses and funky boots. Everything had to be black, with a dash of red or purple for color. I was skinny as a rail, no boobs to speak of until later in my teens, so the tighter the fit the better. After a while my father’s strict dating rules were something of a joke. No one wanted to date the witch-freak anyway. 
 
    I cornered my friends and demanded to read their palms. I took a glass ball from the garden and a sheet from the linen closet and studied runes on Google. With a flair for the dramatic, I predicted disease and death and romance. I learned all the astrological signs and gave knowing glances when the kids celebrated their birthdays at school. But my main talent was predicting the truth. For some reason I had a sixth sense when it came to lying.  I could smell it on a person like coating of sulfur. 
 
    Witchcraft, or my lame version of it, was my first true obsession, and even though I moved past the fake parlor tricks, it became a persona I couldn’t shake. When Liam Caldwell looked at that page in the Waukegan paper, it was like a lightning-bolt shot between us. What started off as a simple curiosity, a challenge to get the man to engage had turned into something else. That glance at the newspaper wasn’t a coincidence. I didn’t believe in them.  
 
    I had to know more. 
 
    “Well, good luck getting cracking him” Colleen said, drinking the remains of her pop. 
“From what you’ve told me, getting a Sagittarius to do anything they don’t want to is close to impossible.” 
 
    He had flown out that morning without even a glance at the paper I had left visible on top of the counter. Nothing. In fact, he was extra gruff today, uttering only a single grunt when I gave him the paperwork. I didn’t approach him otherwise. Instead I studied him. Searching for something to go on. 
 
    His records showed he was in his mid-twenties, but he appeared older—not physically. Maybe wiser? A thin scar slashed through his eyebrow. A thicker one crested his chin. 
 
    “Have a good trip,” I said to his back, as he left the building for the tarmac.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Pop, how long do you plan on staying tonight?” I asked, packing up my stuff. I learned a long time ago that if I wanted to sleep in my own bed not to wait for my father to leave the airport.  
 
    “Just a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Colleen left you some food in the microwave. Do you want me to get it for you?” 
 
    “No, sweetie, I’m fine. Just finishing up some work.” 
 
    I leaned over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. He patted my head and I left him there, by the dim lamp light. I locked the door behind me as I exited the building. The empty parking lot felt cool and I tugged my sweater around my shoulders. There was no way to ever get used to the chill that blew off the lake.  
 
    I got in my car, an ancient Honda from the mid-80’s, and cranked the heat. Okay, not totally ancient, but it has more years than I do. It’s one of the relics left over from my mother—one of those things neither my father or I could bear to give away. The harsh winter air had cracked the paint over time, leaving rust spots near the taillights, and the heat made the car rattle and shake at stoplights.  
 
    My fingers were pressed against the heat vents when a beast of a car sailed through the yellow light. It took a couple seconds to sink in but, the rumble of the muffler shook me to my senses. That was Liam Caldwell’s car.  
 
    It did not take more than a couple of seconds for me to decide what to do. 
 
    I followed him. 
 
    The streets were dark and fairly empty, as it was already past ten. Liam’s car moved swiftly, the muffler echoing with low rumble against the buildings. My car seemed to wheeze and groan each time I accelerated, but I managed to keep him in sight—that is, until he turned into a waterfront neighborhood. I’d been here once before, at a party for a friend from school whose father was very wealthy. The lots were huge, most surrounded by high gates. I followed the red taillights until they disappeared behind evenly spaced, black metal bars. A grand home stood behind the gates. 
 
     Pausing the Honda, I peered at the bars, trying to catch a better look at the home, and maybe of Liam himself, but I was unable to see much of the house—no, mansion—at all, other than an imposing stone chimney bathed in moonlight. A call box sat next to the driveway and two cameras were mounted on the fence.  Red blinking eyes stared down at me, as if daring me to do something other than gawk. 
 
    With a quick glance over my shoulder I pulled away—the cameras enough to scare me off—the last thing I wanted was for Liam to know I’d followed him. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next time he came in we had a plan. It was stupid and juvenile, but working at the tiny airport was enough to drive us all batty at times. Colleen, of course, was game. 
 
    His car flashed by the front door, going for his usual spot. It was possible he had a case of OCD, something I’d noted more than once in my journal. Same outfits, same perfect hair, same parking space. Rarely, if ever, was there any sort of variation.  
 
    Maybe my father was right. Maybe I scared him. 
 
    The moment the door swung open I caught Colleen’s eye and she said, “Read mine please.” Her words came out one octave too high but I sat casually behind my counter and pretended everything was normal. 
 
    “What sign again?” I asked. 
 
    “Leo.”  
 
    “Right. Of course.” I smiled, pretending Liam Caldwell wasn’t walking in my direction, aloofness plastered, as usual, on his face. I read the horoscope out loud. “You could have an amazing vision today, and by exercising patience and follow-through you might even be able to produce something special.” 
 
    Colleen nodded. “I had been thinking about painting my bathroom.” 
 
    “Sounds like the perfect day to do it.” 
 
    Liam approached my counter and I flashed him a smile. “Good morning, Mr. Caldwell.” 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Beautiful day, don’t you think? Colleen and I were just reading our horoscopes.” I swallowed my nerves and asked, “Want me to read yours?” 
 
    He blinked, as if seeing me for the first time. “Excuse me?” 
 
    I held up the paper and kept on the fake smile. “Your horoscope. Want me to read it? I know it’s silly but it’s something we do to pass the time.” 
 
    “Uh…” He frowned, eyebrows pulling tight together. For the first time he appeared unsure. Just for a moment. Then his face returned a normal, blank expression. “Just the paperwork please.” 
 
    I handed over the clipboard and read the horoscope out loud anyway. “The day's events might not cooperate by falling in line with your planned agenda today, but divergence only becomes problematic if you are overly concerned about exercising your authority.” 
 
    The frown reappeared and Liam scratched his jaw with the end of the pen. “Are you reading that to me?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. “Sagittarius, right?” 
 
    “Yes, uh, how…” 
 
    “Oh well, I have your birthdate on your file here, with your license and stuff.” 
 
    This time his eyebrows shot upward. I’d triggered his stalker alert. Shit. 
 
    Like divine intervention my weather radar started beeping and a report printed from the computer. I snatched the sheet from the tray and skimmed it. “Looks like storms are coming in this afternoon.” My fingers grazed Liam’s as I gave him the report and a shiver ran down my spine.  
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem. I won’t be flying back in this afternoon.” 
 
    “No?” I asked, hoping to drag this conversation out. It was the longest one we’d ever had. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Okay then. 
 
    “Have a good flight. Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    He turned to leave without another word.  
 
    *** 
 
    The slash of lightning and rumble of thunder almost made me miss the signal coming from the Flight Services Station. Colleen and I were in the middle of an intense game of poker when my father called out from his office. 
 
    “We’ve got a plane coming in.” 
 
    “Did you tell them no?” I asked, dropping my cards on the table. “There was no one on the schedule!” The sound of rain overhead beat like a drum against the steel roof. It was only 4 PM but the sky was dark gray. Coming in during a storm like was suicide. 
 
    “It’s Liam Caldwell—I’m not sure he takes no for an answer,” Pop answered, tugging on his rain jacket.  
 
    “Pop! Don’t go out there,” I shouted, chasing him to the door. The crash of lightning drowned out my voice. It didn’t matter, he’d already run out the building, walkie-talkie at his ear, calling Brayden to meet him at the hangar.  
 
    I rushed across the building to the control room. Daniel, a man close to my father’s age who managed the flight plans, hovered over his monitor. “He’s crazy,” I said, more to myself than Daniel. I settled in next to him and watched the greenish blips representing Liam’s plane as he approached.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the plane was on track to land according to the monitor. A quick glance out the window showed no sign of the plane—but the visibility was next to nothing. My stomach twisted. “Do you think he’ll make it?” I asked Daniel. 
 
    “Mr. Caldwell is an excellent pilot.” 
 
    I wanted to believe him, fearful of what would happen to Liam or to any of us if there was a plane crash at the airport. Before I could think too hard on it, the nose of his plane pushed through the steel gray sky. The plane’s wings bobbed up and down, a sign he had little control. 
 
    “He’s going to crash,” I whispered. 
 
    He landed hard, wheels skidding to a desperate stop toward the hangar where my father and Brayden waited.  I covered my eyes and waited, but the crash never came. I blinked and saw the plane sideways on the tarmac. 
 
     “Told you,” Daniel said, with a relieved grin. “Mr. Caldwell is an excellent pilot.” 
 
    My heart hadn’t stopped racing, fear being replaced by rage. How dare he risk the safety of the airport on something so insane! I’d told him about the weather before he’d left that morning. He’d been warned and completely ignored me. My father could have been killed. 
 
    I stood, knocking my chair back and left the room. I walked past Colleen and two of the maintenance guys waiting out the storm and marched outside.  
 
    “Nadya,” Colleen called. I let the door swing shut behind me. 
 
    I avoided as many puddles as I could, but more than once I stepped in water ankle deep. The cool rain soaked my boots and then my socks. I ran toward the plane, which was still on the runway. I spotted my father and Brayden’s fiery red hair at the pilot’s door and I raced toward them. 
 
     “What are you doing?” I shouted. My father was soaked. “Go inside and get dry, you’ll catch your death out here!” 
 
    “Nadya, I’m fine. Mr. Caldwell needs assistance.” 
 
    “Bullsh—“ I stopped myself from cursing in front of him. “He landed that plane. He can come in alone.” 
 
    “He’s hurt.” 
 
    I spun and looked inside the cockpit. Liam sat in the seat with a huge gash on his forehead and a busted lip. His head slumped against the headrest. “Is he conscious?” I asked, looking between the men. Brayden shrugged in reply. “How the hell did he land the plane?” 
 
    Again neither man spoke, and I realized I had little choice but to take control. “Pop, get in the hangar. Brayden, carry Liam to the maintenance office and put him on the couch.” 
 
    Brayden sprang into action and I followed my father into the cavernous hangar. I was thoroughly drenched by this point, my hair plastered against my cheeks and forehead.  My jeans stuck to my legs like glue and my black Nomad Airlines polo shirt hung heavily down my sides.  
 
     I grabbed the first aid kit off the wall and met the others in the office. “We should call an ambulance,” I said, but my father shook his head.  
 
    “No. He wouldn’t want that.” 
 
    I looked at the unconscious man on the yellowing couch. “Doesn’t look like he gets much of a say in the matter.” 
 
    “Nadya, trust me. Patch him up, he’ll be okay. But no ambulance.” 
 
    “Pop!” 
 
    He fixed me with a stern eye. “Nadya.” 
 
    “Fine.” I sighed, waving my hand toward the break room. “Get me an ice pack.” 
 
    I opened up the first aid kit and took out some disinfectant wipes. Leaning over, I dabbed them on Liam’s forehead, wiping the blood off the cut. The wound had swollen, jagged edges. Thankfully, it wasn’t bleeding too heavily. I moved to his face and cleaned his lip, which was more puffy than bloody.  
 
    Brayden came back with the ice pack and I laid it on his forehead, wondering how long it would be before he woke up. Once everything seemed under control, Pop and Brayden left me to watch him alone to go check on the plane. 
 
     “This is ridiculous,” I muttered to his unmoving body. “I’m not a nurse or a doctor.” 
 
     I glanced at the clock on the wall and determined if he didn’t wake up in fifteen minutes I was calling an ambulance. 
 
     “Crap,” I said, jumping into action again. Blood seeped through his shirt from an injury I’d missed before. I lifted the hem, noticing, even in his current condition, how defined his body was. Who was this guy and why did he have the body of a professional athlete? I exposed his entire stomach and chest to examine the wound. Blood oozed like the other one, but this one was bad; the flesh was mangled. There was no way he’d survive that injury without medical attention. “Dear God, Liam. What happened?”    
 
    My knuckles grazed the taut skin on his belly I stopped cold. I saw a flash—a vision, of someone or something attacking Liam. Long blades sliced at his flesh and a huge fist cracked into his face. The image flickered, gone as fast as I’d seen it.  
 
    I walked out of the office and dialed 911.  
 
    “911—What is your emergency?” 
 
    “I’m at the airport on Stratton Road. We need an ambulance.” 
 
    “Can you describe the problem?” 
 
     I looked over my shoulder and back into the office. To my surprise the couch was empty. I stepped through the doorway. The entire room was empty. Nothing remained but the first aid kit on the floor and the ice pack lying on the arm rest. Bloody footsteps crossed the room but disappeared under a small window. I raced over and looked outside. Nothing but rain and wind. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    “Ma’am?” the woman asked on the other side of the phone. 
 
    I opened my mouth but nothing came out. Liam Caldwell was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I lied to the 911 operator. I lied to my father and Brayden and Daniel and Colleen. I told them all that everything was fine. That Mr. Caldwell wasn’t as injured as he looked and that he left through the side door. Nothing to worry about. 
 
    I don’t know where the words came from, or why I felt this…compulsion to cover Liam Caldwell’s tracks, because that surely was what I was doing. The evidence was in the bloody rags I threw in the dumpster behind the hangar. 
 
    Colleen gave me a side-eye that said she had a lot of questions. My father, on the other hand, was decidedly unconcerned, which definitely made me suspicious.  I knew he wouldn’t tell me anything, so I wiped up the blood and put away the first aid kit before driving home in the unrelenting rain. I climbed into bed, ready to be done with this day. 
 
    My room was the same one I’d lived in since I was three and my parents moved in this home.  The walls were no longer lavender and my bed covers weren’t pink. When I turned eighteen and realized I wouldn’t be leaving the house anytime soon, I painted the room slate gray. Brown and blues accented the décor. I was determined to have the room of a grown-up, despite the location.  
 
    My room should have comforted me, but sadness cloaked every inch of our home. We should have moved when my mother died, but my father seemed to want, or need, to wallow in the past, living among the ghosts of her flower printed wallpaper and framed family photographs above the fireplace. My father gave up his family for my mother and then he lost her. I knew this was the reason for his protectiveness for me. He had no intention of losing me as well. 
 
    I’d have liked to say the thunder kept me awake, but the image of Liam’s plane weaving erratically down the runway kept replaying in my mind. The vision I’d had lingered like a hazy memory. Perhaps I made it up. The wounds on his body implied I didn’t. I tossed and turned, staring at the cracked plaster ceiling. Maybe if I hadn’t spent the last several weeks stalking him I wouldn’t have cared that much. But I did care. I wanted to know if he was okay. 
 
    Or whether maybe I was just going crazy. 
 
    The questions finally got the best of me and I tossed on some clothes and ran into the wet night for my car. The rain still came down in heavy sheets as I drove through the city, dressed only in yoga pants and a hoodie. Did I have a plan? No, but I knew where Liam lived, so what the hell. It was like the events of the evening broke down any rationale or decorum.  
 
    I was owed an answer. Or at least that’s what I told myself as I hung out the window of my still running car and rang the buzzer on his monstrous gate. The red camera lights blinked down on me like God. 
 
    “Mr. Caldwell,” I yelled through the pounding rain. “It’s Nadya. I came to check on you.” 
 
    Unsure if anyone heard my plea, I reached out to press the buzzer again. Before I could do so the gate swung slowly backwards, as if offering a reluctant invitation. Summoning my courage, I put my foot on the gas and drove down through the entrance. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    An older woman waited on the front steps of the house with a large black umbrella. She walked to the driver’s side and waited for me to exit the car. “I’m so sorry,” I apologized. “I didn’t expect someone to be out here. I was just worried about Mr. Caldwell and—“ 
 
    “No worries, dear,” she replied. “This is part of my job description. Let’s get inside before we’re both swept away.” 
 
    The hem of my pants dragged through the rain as she rushed us inside the arched wooden door. I stared at the opulence around me, the massive chandelier to the wavy leaded-glass windows. I waited as she shook out the umbrella and pointed to a spot to place my shoes. “This way,” she said, taking off down the hallway at a brisk pace. Like a drowned, barefoot rat, I shivered and followed her. 
 
    “Is he all right?” I asked. 
 
    She didn’t reply, instead stopping at the open double doors of a great room—no, I thought, spotting the rows and rows of books. A library. Finer than the one we had in town. I felt the dry heat of the roaring fire. Taking a moment to make sure no one was watching me, I pinched the tender flesh on the inside of my arm. Motherfu— okay. I was definitely awake. 
 
    “Following me again?” I heard, over the rustle of newspaper. He stood and tossed the paper into fire, igniting a flash of bright flames. Liam Caldwell’s frame appeared hulking in the flickering light. The t-shirt he wore accentuated muscles I did not know existed until earlier that day,  the ones normally hidden by his conservative daily outfit. 
 
    “I…”  
 
    “I guess I understand,” he said, cutting me off. His eyes gleamed green and shiny—clearly a reflection from the fire, but something about it left me unnerved.  “I left the airport quite abruptly.” 
 
    The shadows of the room kept most of his face dark and for a brief moment I was afraid—no, terrified. But I drove here by myself—no one forced me. I swallowed my fear and asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
    From my spot in the doorway I couldn’t make out the injury on his face. Curious, I took a tentative step into the room.  
 
    “I’m fine. Looked worse before I cleaned myself up. There’s no need for concern.” 
 
    Something across the room caught my eye—a painting. The colors dull with age, but it looked familiar, like I’d seen it in a book. That’s when I noticed the shelves, not the ones lined with books, but the ones filled with artwork and trinkets. Small statues and framed photographs. Everything had the feel of age but seemed well cared for. Not a speck of dust lingered in the air.  And even though I’d never experienced it myself, I could sense great wealth in every object in the room. 
 
    “Do you like art?” he asked, breaking me from my thoughts. 
 
    “Sure, I guess,” I replied. “I don’t know much about it though.” I pointed to the one I’d noticed first. “That one looks familiar; where have I seen it before?” 
 
    He looked at the painting, studying it almost. “I don’t know. It’s been in my family for generations.”  
 
    Maybe that was where all this wealth came from: family. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I said, eyeing the painting once again. Bold, heavy strokes created the impression of a watery landscape. Liam didn’t respond, but looked expectant—like someone waiting for an unannounced guest to leave. “Okay, well, if you’re all right, then I guess I should go.” 
 
    Liam offered me a tight smile. “Let me walk you to the door.” 
 
    He passed me and entered the hallway, and escorting me back the way I came. The house was silent, no sign of the woman that escorted me the first time. When we reached the foyer he paused. “As much as I appreciate your concern, please do not follow me again, Nadya. It isn’t safe.” 
 
    “Safe? What do you mean?” From our close proximity I could see that the injury on his face had fully healed. I dropped my eyes to his chest, but there was no evidence of a bandage under his thin shirt. Without thinking I reached forward, more curious than I’d ever been, but he stepped deftly away and my hand grasped nothing but air. 
 
    “Goodnight,” he said, opening the door. The rain had finally passed and I stepped out into the muggy night. I turned to say goodbye, but instead heard the loud snap of the solid wood door as it closed in my face. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Liam 
 
    The house reeked of wet hair and nerves long after she left.  I watched her , navigate the driveway and front gate on the security monitor, but it wasn’t enough to satiate my curious nature. I’d kept away from Nadya for many years—as instructed. But now? She had been the one to cross the well-maintained truce established between our families.  
 
    I left through the kitchen and took the stairs down to the garage. I picked a car different from the one I normally drive to the airport—something less noticeable than my antique Chevy. The truck was made in this century and looked common enough. She wouldn’t notice. I would make sure of it. 
 
    “Liam,” I heard my name from the bottom of the stairs. “Do you think this is wise?” 
 
    “No,” I replied, opening the door. I flashed Helen a bright smile. “Since when has that ever stopped me?” 
 
    “Be careful, you’re playing with a fire that could burn us all if you don’t watch yourself.” 
 
    I slammed the door and revved the engine. Careful wasn’t something in my vocabulary, but fire? I liked it very much. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Nadya was rushing from her car to the house when I caught up to her. I knew she lived here, of course, but I hadn’t been here since that day so many years ago, when her father and I made our first arrangements. He’d done everything to protect her and I respected that, but her arrival at my house tonight stirred up basic instincts I’d managed to suppress for a long time. 
 
    She entered the wooden clapboard house quietly; the only light visible was upstairs in her bedroom. Her movements created shadows on the curtains and I exited my car, moving to that side of the house.  
 
    The lingering effects of the rainstorm caused a steady drip from house gutters, but otherwise the street had a silence that came only at night, when the majority of the world was asleep. 
 
    I stared up at her window until the light flicked off and then for a while longer. I couldn’t help but wonder what her room looked like—if it still had a childish motif. My sixth-sense told me that her father clung to the past like a child to a blanket. A false sense of security from things that go bump in the night. Real things that tore his family apart. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to hold onto better times. 
 
    Mr. Tolbert’s arrival drove me from my spot perched on the wall between her house and the neighbors. Dimmed lights flashed down the driveway, pushing me further into the darkness. I retreated to my car. Coming here had been foolish and Ms. Graves was right, I shouldn’t do it again.  
 
    *** 
 
    My role in Nadya’s life had always been the same. Above everything else I had been assigned as her protector. My position came from birthright and demanded that I act as a guardian to all of our kind, but beneath that universal role was a stronger connection with Nadya. She and I were bound by our bloodlines and the symbiotic nature of our existence. Without the other—we simply did not exist.  
 
    As parasites, our people fed off one another and occasionally, according to legend, a perfect match like ours existed. I should feed directly from Nadya, but because of our truce, due to the unfortunate death of her mother, I agreed to stay away from her. I told her father years before that he could attempt to keep the distance between us, but as a human, he didn’t comprehend the intensity of our bond. Regardless of rules and agreements, Nadya would eventually crave me too. 
 
    Her recent interest confirmed her primal desire for me and now the flimsy barrier established between us had a fissure, gaping and jagged.  I won’t pretend the idea didn’t fill me with excitement. I was exhausted from staying away from her. In the grand scheme of our world, she was rightfully mine. 
 
     “Hopefully,” I said, wiping the back of my mouth with a handkerchief, “This will be the last inferior feeding I must endure.”  
 
    The woman lounged across the leather couch gazed at me with clouded eyes. Her face appeared drained and tired. She tasted fine, I supposed, but she never quite diminished my hunger. Sidhe guards required regular feeding from other Sidhe and in a normal situation this girl would be enough. But the bond made things different. The only one that could satiate my particular craving was my mate. 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” Ms. Graves asked, taking the soiled handkerchief. We took nourishment from the blood or, for back of better human term, their essence. Pure energy gave me strength. “This waif made herself available to you, at the very least you could show your appreciation.” 
 
    I turned and bowed to the girl addled in a drugged out bliss. “Thank you for your services. Ms. Graves shall compensate you accordingly.” 
 
    My companion rolled her eyes but shut the door behind us so the girl could have time to sort herself out. Alone Ms. Graves said, “I wouldn’t dismiss her just yet. Again, you’re playing a dangerous game. Do you not recall the terms of your agreement with Nadya’s father?” 
 
    “Of course I do. I drafted them. I am not to engage her in any way other than protective services. I shall not touch a hair on her head or taste a drop of her blood. In return, he allows me to use his airport to come and go to do my businesses.” I scoffed at the idea. “As if he has much choice. Every one of those creatures I capture and destroy seeks Nadya’s blood as much as I do. They just want it on their hands.” 
 
    “So what makes you think he will relent?” 
 
    I smiled at the woman who had stood by my side for the last fifty years and who had counseled my father before that. “Nature will take its course, Ms. Graves, regardless of treaties and truces. Nadya will figure all of this out soon. It’s in her blood. When she does, I’ll be here waiting.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Nadya 
 
    Three days passed, during which nothing extraordinary happened. No plane crashes. No injured pilots. Just the typical take-off and landings that occur on a standard day at Nomad Airlines. I stayed in my bed at night, restless, consumed by odd dreams of my mother but other than that everything was normal. 
 
    In fact it was absolutely boring. 
 
    Two things got me through the day. The first was trying to get information from my father about Liam Caldwell. The second was the idea of seeing Liam Caldwell again. It wasn’t unusual for him to miss several days in a row at the airport, but I knew he’d return. He always did. 
 
    “Have you heard from Mr. Caldwell?” I asked Pop one afternoon. I had cornered him in the back office while filing maintenance reports.  He’d been acting weird since the accident on the runway, and I was tired of tip-toeing around it.  “You know, about his injuries? He’s not planning on holding us responsible or anything, is he?” 
 
    “No, he won’t do that.” 
 
    “Why not? Has he even filled out an accident report?” 
 
    Pop looked me up and down. “What are you getting at, Nadya? Do you want us to have trouble?” 
 
    “No, sir, but I just want to make sure we’re prepared if he decides to make a claim of some kind.” 
 
    “Mr. Caldwell and I are on good terms. He’s not filing any sort of report.” 
 
    I moved over to his desk and push aside a stack of paperwork to sit down. “What happened to him? How did he get those injuries?” I didn’t mention the fact they’d were healed by the time I saw him hours later. 
 
    “He has a dangerous job. The less you know the better.” 
 
    Dangerous. Liam had said that same word to me at his home. How did my father know about his job? “What does he do?” 
 
    Pop peeked at me over the edge of his glasses. “Nadya, you know better than this. Do not pry in affairs that don’t concern you.” 
 
    “But they do concern me! And you! When he landed in here during that storm torn up like some sort of animal attacked him. It’s crazy, Pop, why do you cover up for him all the time? Why do you let him fly in and out of here?” 
 
    “You want me to tell him not to use our airport? Our best customer?” 
 
    I shook my head. No. That was the last thing I wanted. What I wanted was to know everything about him—not push him further away.   
 
    “It’s really not fair for you to treat me like this,” I said, hopping off the desk.  
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “A child. You want me to work and live with you. You want me to obey all your arbitrary rules. And I do. But if I question anything, you clam up and act like I have a problem. Like I’m ruining your business, even though the other day, when Liam was injured, I was the one that took care of it. I was the one who—” I cut myself short before I said, “Went to his house to check on him.” I knew better.  
 
    Pop stood and circled the desk. He took my hand and said, “Nadya, you are full of such life. I hate that you feel stifled here, but it’s the only way. The world is dangerous. I can’t lose you like I lost your mother.” 
 
    A shiver ran between our hands and again, I felt the jolt of a hazy vision. My father standing above my mother, blood dripping from a cut in the smooth skin of her neck. A man kneeled next to her. Liam Caldwell. I shook my head—terrified of the image—and snatched my hand from his. 
 
    “Nadya, are you okay? You look pale.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, but bile rose in the back of my throat, and I wondered for the first time how my mother really died. 
 
      
 
    So the rumors were true, I thought, flipping the lock to the office in the hangar. I was a witch. 
 
    It was the only logical explanation, because otherwise I was crazy. As if thinking you were a witch wasn’t crazy. I sat on the couch and took a deep breath, trying to sort this out.  Had I seen the past? Maybe, but how? And why now?  
 
    “This is insane,” I said to myself, but my eyes traveled to the pinkish-red blood stain on the couch. Liam had recovered from his injuries so quickly. Impossibly fast. Deep down I never believed in the witch games I’d played as a teenager, and I’d never, not once, bought into the crazy stories people whispered about my mother. But then again, rumors were often rooted in the truth. 
 
    If those visions were real, then my father and Liam were both present at the time of my mother’s death, which, clearly from the blood pouring down her neck, was not from an aneurysm as I’d been told. She’d been murdered. 
 
    Outside the office I heard Brayden order the ground guys to prep one of the planes. I thought back but no one was on the list for departure this afternoon. None of our pilots fly last minute—no one but Liam Caldwell. I crept to the door and leaned close enough to see his plane pulling out of the hangar toward the runway.  
 
    I took a moment to compose myself, hoping to get the timing right. Someone else would have to check him in and I wondered if he would be disappointed not to see me? Doubtful. If my vision of him with my father and mother held any truth then that would explain a lot about his behavior toward me.  
 
    Brayden greeted him just outside the hangar door, loud and respectfully. Everyone at the airline always approached him this way—everyone but me. He’d always been a game for me.  
 
    “Mr. Caldwell,” I said, approaching him as he walked around the airplane.  
 
    “Nayda.” 
 
    “How are you feeling? We haven’t seen you since your accident.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said, eyes holding mine.  
 
    “Good.” I glanced at Brayden, who carried a wrench over to the plane to adjust something. In a lower voice I said, “We need to talk.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” 
 
    “Make it happen.” He raised an eyebrow and I caught the hint of an amused smile, so I added, “Please.” 
 
    He didn’t agree. He didn’t say or react to my request at all. He simply brushed past me, and his arm grazed mine. I nearly stumbled but caught myself and watched him climb into his plane, sealing the door between us.  His reply seeped into my mind, spreading out like a spider-web, a memory or a vision, I didn’t know which.  I did know what he wanted and where he would meet me. He communicated that and more in one simple touch. 
 
    Now I had to wait. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Liam 
 
    Twice she had approached me directly. Twice I’d felt the connection between us. There was no denying her gift was expanding. She became more powerful each time we interacted, and it was only a matter of time before she experienced the full onslaught of our bond. 
 
    When she asked to speak with me I should have said no. Instead I said nothing, but I showed her enough, and now I stood in the dark outside her house. 
 
    She waited at the window, silhouette outlined in a warm yellow light. The curtain fluttered shut and the room fell black. Moments later she emerged at the back door, her bright blue eyes flashing beneath her blunt cut bangs. 
 
    “Get in the car,” I directed. She crossed her arms over her chest. She wore black jeans and clunky boots. If she was going for street tough it worked—except she reeked of anxiety. I sighed. “Please?” 
 
    “Are you going to murder me?” she asked, leaning into the car where I waited behind the wheel. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Nadya’s fear smelled like churned dirt. Her nervousness a little mossy. Neither of these masked the scent of her person—her body, which gave off the aroma of something sweet and ripe. Something I’d never tasted before—but I wished too, badly. 
 
    She closed the door quietly, to keep her father from waking. At least she had an awareness to keep this secret. The car started with a low rumble, and before she could change her mind we were gone from her driveway. 
 
    We rode in silence as I took us back toward the airport. Just before the driveway I turned on a service road. The runway stretched along the waterfront, as did almost everything in this town, and I stopped the car overlooking the lake. I didn’t make a move to leave the car. It was windy and cold by the shore and Nadya looked wary, one hand clutching the door handle. 
 
    “Again, before we get started, are you going to murder me?” 
 
    I frowned. “No.” 
 
    “Rape? Assault of any kind? Because I left my dad a note and I’ll fight.” 
 
    She didn’t leave her father a note, I knew that much. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “Then why are we way out here?” 
 
    “Because we aren’t supposed to be together. And what we’re going to talk about is strictly off limits. I’m not going to hurt you, but I wasn’t exaggerating when I said being with me was dangerous.” 
 
    Her wariness turned to frustration. “What’s happening to me?” she finally asked, eyes never leaving the water. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Don’t act like you don’t know because the alternative is that I’m crazy. And I’m not crazy. I know I’m not. I saw you land that plane even though you were half dead and then I watched you heal in a matter of minutes. I’m having dreams and…” she looked down at her hands, twisting in the fabric of her shirt. “For lack of a better term, visions. At least one involved you.” 
 
    She only confirmed what I suspected. I’d had many roles in my life: hunter, guardian, peacekeeper…but this was one I had no experience with.  I inhaled, tasting her very essence, and centered myself. What I was about to do wasn’t wrong. What we had been doing was the actual crime.  
 
    “I will tell you what you want to know,” I said. “But you have to understand that once I do, your life will change forever. You must listen to my words carefully and then you have to decide if you’ll trust me.” 
 
    “I get a choice?” She laughed darkly. 
 
    I run my hand over the steering wheel, wishing we could get out of this car. I want to get Nayda alone and show her what this is all about, not just tell her. “You can leave now and we’ll pretend this never happened. Blank slate.” 
 
    “And my visions, they would go away?” 
 
    “If I left and we never encountered on another again, I think they would taper off.” 
 
    “So this is about you.” 
 
    I pinned her with a hard, direct look. “It’s about us.” 
 
    “Okay then,” she said, adjusting herself in her seat and leaning back against the door.  “Tell me. Everything.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Nayda 
 
    “Ask me a question,” he said. 
 
    Without hesitation, I blurted, “How did you heal so quickly?”  
 
     “I’m not human. It takes a lot more to injure and kill us.” 
 
    Okay. Wow. I forced the next words out of my mouth. “Are you a witch?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Am I a witch?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, but you’re not entirely human, either.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “It means that your father is human and your mother was not. She had powers also and now that the time is right, your abilities are increasing.” 
 
    “God, what is all this tip-toeing around? You just told me I’m half-human or something. I’m not freaking out or having some sort of breakdown—even though I really, really should. I just want to know the truth.”  Okay so maybe I was freaking out, just a little.  
 
    Liam leaned back in his seat and rubbed his eyes. “You and I are bound through our bloodline. We can communicate without words and your touch helped me heal. I’m here and have always been here to protect you.” 
 
    “From what? What do I need protection from? I live the most boring life ever. No real friends, no social life. Definitely no dating, even though that’s more because of my father than anything—” I paused. “What does he know?” 
 
    “He is aware of who I am.” 
 
    “And my mother?” 
 
    “Her death was a tragedy.” 
 
    “You were there,” I whispered.  
 
    “I was, and it is my biggest regret that I was unable to help her.” 
 
    “Did you kill her?” 
 
    “No, but I didn’t protect her either.” 
 
    Right then that was enough; I didn’t want to know more. It was all too much, except one thing. “Show me.” 
 
    He tilted his head. “Show you what, exactly?” 
 
    “The bond and how it works.   
 
    I thought he would say no, but to my surprise he nodded. “You have to trust me. And we’ll take this slow, because you have zero resistance built up.”  
 
    “Resistance to what?” 
 
    “I need your hand.”  
 
    I offered it to him and he linked our fingers together, cool and smooth. Immediately I was overcome by a surge of energy. “Oh,” I said, biting my lip. It spread through my limbs and down into my belly. It didn’t just feel good, it felt amazing and I wanted more.  I shifted in my seat, wanting to get closer to him. If there hadn’t been the gear shift between us I think I would have crawled in his lap. My eyes landed on his mouth and I considered that if our hands felt this good touching one another, how amazing his lips would feel pressed to mine? 
 
    He tensed his jaw and jerked his head to the windshield. I dragged my eyes away from him and looked out over the water. 
 
    “Holy shit.” 
 
    Hovering over the airport was a swirling mass of clouds. Or I thought they were clouds, but really, I had no idea what that was. Streaks of red and blue churned together like a hurricane. My fingers tightened around his.  “What the hell kind of storm is that? We should call my dad!” 
 
    I dropped his hand and grabbed my phone. Liam stopped me. “It’s not a storm. It’s a portal and it’s always there. Your father knows about it.” 
 
    “A portal?” 
 
    “Yes. The airport is centrally located on a millennia-old portal. It’s almost like a transportation hub that has been used since the beginning of time to move from one world to the other. Your father—or really, your mother’s family historically, has managed the portal.” 
 
    “And you fly in and out of it, in your plane?” 
 
    “Traditionally, no, but when this area became developed your mother’s family created the airline as a feasible cover.” 
 
    “So everyone coming in and out of the airport goes through the portal?” 
 
    “No. Not everyone. Most are humans. Your father monitors the non-humans carefully.” 
 
    Unable to hold back any further I asked, “And by non-human, you mean?” 
 
    He sighed and did that thing where he rubbed his jaw. That thing that I found increasingly attractive. “The common name is Sidhe.” 
 
    I frowned and looked him over, trying to figure out how this man, who looked very much like a man, wasn’t human.  I glanced at my own hands and the portal over the airport and shook my head in an attempt to absorb it all.   
 
    “Are you okay?” Liam asked, taking my hand.  
 
    The rush of warmth filled my body, this time stronger than ever. I licked my lips and my mouth watered. I wanted him badly. I wanted to taste him. I swallowed back the desire and said, “I want to go through the portal.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Liam 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked, glaring at me with the most brilliant eyes. I needed her to stop licking her lips or we were going to have a problem. A bigger problem. 
 
    “First of all my entire job is to keep you safe, and going through that portal is absolutely, positively not safe.” 
 
    “And second?” 
 
    I shifted the car in gear and backed out of my makeshift parking space. “You and I aren’t supposed to be together. Or even remotely near one another. I’ve just violated several laws and a promise to your father.” I glanced over. “I’ve put you in danger, however inevitable.” 
 
    It didn’t take long to return to her house. I stopped two houses away—far enough to thwart her father, but still a red flag if the right people were looking.  
 
    We sat in silence for a moment. I did not want her to leave and it thrilled me that she also appeared to want to stay. I knew she had further questions. Questions I was unable—or unwilling—to answer right now. Finally, she opened the door, just enough for the overhead light to turn on and bathe her in a warm glow. 
 
    “If this is so dangerous why did you tell me?” 
 
    “You can’t fight destiny, Nayda. It will happen one way or another.  The day you entered my home everything clicked into gear, and being honest with you may help keep you safe.” 
 
    “What should I be afraid of?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s for me to worry about.” 
 
    “So I just have to place my safety in your hands? Liam, I barely know you.” 
 
    “I’ve been taking care of you my whole life—haven’t I done a good job of it so far?” 
 
    She didn’t respond; she just leaned over and, to my surprise, placed a warm kiss to my cheek. The feeling spread across my flesh and warmed the pit of my stomach. My instinctive desire was to claim her but she slipped quickly from the car. I touched the spot and the want quickly turned to something else, a feeling of sadness. Nayda had left me with more than a kiss. She’d imparted a memory—not her own, of course, but a scene she’d gleaned from her father. 
 
    Her mother, bloody and dead and me, watching over the scene. The message was clear. Nayda didn’t trust me to take care of her; after all, I’d already failed once. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “So you told her.” 
 
    I swept past Ms. Graves, who stood in the kitchen. She’d made a huge breakfast, high on protein, something I’ve found necessary to supplement the lack of feeding from my bond. 
 
    “Some of it, yes.” 
 
    “How did she take it?” she asked, handing me a plate and the newspaper. 
 
    “Astonishingly well.” Actually, I wasn’t surprised. Nadya had never appeared weak, just confined by the strict, over-protective rules her father had set up after her mother’s death.  “If anything, I’ll have to be even more vigilant with her. She already asked to go in the portal.” 
 
    “You obviously said no.” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    Ms. Graves made a tsking sound and gave me a suspicious look. 
 
    “What?” I asked her. 
 
    “How much did you…share with her?” 
 
    “I had to open her mind to show her the portal,” I replied, knowing well she wanted more information than that. 
 
    “Are you going to make me ask?” 
 
    “Ask what?” I scanned the paper, looking for any inconsistences—any potential problems. 
 
    “You’re such a brat. Did you feed on her?” 
 
    I ignored her, instead focusing on an article about a murder several days before. The police had finally identified a suspect and I squinted at the grainy photograph.  
 
    “I asked you a question,” Ms. Graves persisted. 
 
    “I heard you and I’m not answering that question.” 
 
    She sniffed. “You’re too cranky to be well fed. Would you like me to prep the feeder?” 
 
    I folded the newspaper in half and stood. “No time. Looks like I’ve got work to do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Equipped with immense strength and speed, I had the responsibility of protecting other Sidhe, in particular Nadya’s family and the portal. My work came easily, and I made sure travels from one side of the portal to the next were on the level and approved. Things weren’t always so complicated but once the humans evolved, it became tricky. They claimed this dimension, unaware it was shared space. Early on, our people made arrangements, keeping a balance between worlds, but there were always those on both sides attempting to disturb the peace. Sometimes they managed to succeed in getting past me and causing destruction. Those were the Sidhe that killed Nadya’s mother. The knot in my stomach was evidence that he might be back to finish the job. 
 
    “Mr. Tolbert, can we speak in private?”  
 
    I’d parked around back and avoided the main entry, although I spotted Nadya working at the counter. As much as she called to me there was no need for her to know I was here, not now. Her father and I had business together that didn’t concern her—at least I hoped. 
 
    “Have you seen this?” I asked, tossing the paper on the desk. I waited while the read the report.  
 
    “I heard it mentioned on the news.” 
 
    “This is the person that attacked me the day of my accident. I believe he’s here for a reason.” 
 
    “How did he get through? It’s your job to keep the portal safe.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of my job, Mr. Tolbert,” I said, biting back annoyance. “We fought and admittedly, I blacked out for a moment. I thought I’d managed to block his passage but apparently not.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me this?” The level of concern rose in his voice. 
 
    Why? Other than the fact I’ve been occupied with your daughter? That I’ve been breaking all of our agreements? “I’ve had other issues to deal with. I apologize.”  
 
    “Your apology means nothing if Nadya is harmed.”  
 
    “I assure you, I will do everything in my power to keep her safe.  
 
    He nodded and ran a hand over his graying hair. He’d aged substantially over the few years.  He’d taken his wife’s death hard, not to mention meeting me and finding out the truth about her and his daughter. “I’ll flag his file and make sure the crew is on alert.” 
 
    “Hopefully I’ll catch up to him before he makes an attempt to leave. I don’t want him here anymore than you do,” I assured him. “Failing your wife is the lowest point in my career. Losing Nayda is not an option for me—you understand that, don’t you?” 
 
    Mr. Tolbert sighed and sat in his chair, pushing the paper aside. “She’s been very focused on you lately. I’ve told her to leave you alone, but she’s determined. I hope she doesn’t bother you.” 
 
    I staved off a laugh. Nadya’s father doesn’t truly understand my bond with her. He loved his wife and she loved him, but only because her bond with my uncle was broken due to his death. Claudia developed a fancy for this human and created a family. Something that ultimately put a price on her head. My connection with Nadya will only end with one of our deaths. And I will do absolutely anything to make sure that doesn’t happen. “I told you this day would come.” 
 
    “You don’t get to make that call. We had an agreement. She isn’t to know about her mother or who she really is.” 
 
    I stood and made my way to the door, unwilling to argue this point. “You can’t keep Nadya’s true nature contained. I’ve been willing to go along with this for her safety, but to protect her I will have to have contact with her. Our bond is strong, which is why her interest has been piqued.” 
 
    “I’ll take her away.” His threat came out weak. He knew it was fruitless. 
 
    I opened the door and said quietly, “I’ll be in touch,” and left the office. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Nadya 
 
    Liam tried to sneak out the back door of the airport. Did he think I was stupid? Or clueless? I’d sensed him the instant he entered the property. It was almost like the land (or was it the portal?) hummed at his presence. How I’d never noticed it before seemed strange, because now it was annoyingly obvious. 
 
    “Hiding from me?” I asked. 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “You came to speak to my father? About last night?” 
 
    “No, not exactly.” He laid one hand on the hood of his car and I knew he was grounding himself. He felt it too; the buzzing between us. “You should know I will not be traveling through the portal in the near future. I have business to attend to here.” 
 
    “Business?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’ll be nearby.” He pulled a card from his pocket and gave it to me. “Do not hesitate to contact me if you need something.” 
 
    I glanced at the card. It was simply his name and phone number. “Is this about the danger you mentioned?” 
 
    “Yes.” Liam took a step forward. “I need you to be careful, Nadya. Anything that seems unusual, please call me.” I laughed. “What?” 
 
    “Everything about this is unusual, Liam.” 
 
    His lips twitched and curled into the smallest of smiles. The action turned his handsome face into a breathtaking one. That cord of energy tensed between us. 
 
    “I’ll be close,” he said, squeezing my hand. I watched, the cord pulling taut but never breaking, as he got in his car and drove away.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Read yours,” Colleen said, carrying over a fresh cup of coffee. 
 
     I thanked her and took a sip, then held up the paper and read aloud, “We may not be satisfied today until we have heard all sides of a story. In fact, we're easily distracted as the curious Gemini Moon puts us in touch with our need for a variety of experiences. Additionally, sensual Venus' rendezvous with excessive Jupiter in heartfelt Leo stirs up good will and optimism in love.” 
 
    “Sounds about right.” She laughed. “You’ve been distracted all day. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I lied. In reality I was growing increasingly angry at my father, not to mention sort of freaked out by what Liam had told me. I’m only part human. Part. What does that even mean? 
 
    “Sure, honey. If you say so. Although, you do look sort of different.” She glanced over her shoulder and whispered, “Are you seeing someone?” 
 
    “What?” I asked. “No, you know Pop would freak out.” 
 
    “He may, but he’d also get over it. He can’t keep you from experiencing life, Nadya. If you are seeing someone, and I’m not saying you are, you could trust me. I can keep a secret.” 
 
    “I know. But I’m not seeing anyone.” I had no idea what I was doing, but Liam hadn’t made an appearance in two days. I felt the pull between us though. True to his word he was around—somewhere. Colleen looked so eager, like she wanted to share a moment so I said quietly, “I did meet someone though.” 
 
    “I knew it!” 
 
    “Shhhh…” I hushed her. “He’s interesting. And mysterious. If anything comes of it, and I doubt it will, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    A customer walked in the door: Ms. Jacobs, one of our few female pilots. Colleen scurried back to her concession area but gave me a wink when she caught my eye. I thought she might be more excited about a man in my life than I was, mostly because I wasn’t sure how to handle any of this at all, much less a handsome non-human, guardian of two worlds. A guardian that had declared his job was to protect me.  
 
    *** 
 
    That night, when I arrived home, something was wrong. It was more of a feeling than anything else, like something had been disturbed. I checked the kitchen, turning on all the lights, then the living room. Everything looked the same, but I stopped in front of the photos of my mother on the mantel, one hanging askew. I adjusted it but paused, trying to see the Sidhe in her. She and Liam had the same sharp bone structure, but that was the only similarity. I closed my eyes and tried to remember her scent or her voice. Both were now just a whisper I couldn’t quite grasp. 
 
    A thud from upstairs snapped me from my memories and I quickly turned off the light before sinking into a dark corner. Thud, thud, thud, my heart beat like a relentless drum. Footsteps triggered the creaky floorboards above my head and if someone came down here they’d find me based on the sound of my heartbeat alone.  
 
    I waited, terrified, as the intruder came down the stairs. “Where are you, Little Sidhe? I know you’re here.” He stopped at the bottom of the stairs and sniffed, eventually turning toward the mantel. “You smell like your mother, Little Sidhe.” 
 
    I tried to disappear into the smallest ball I could manage, holding my breath to keep quiet. He turned anyway, as if on instinct and gave a mean, snide smile. His face—it looked familiar, but I couldn’t remember why. I closed my eyes and hoped the end would be quick. 
 
    Heavy footsteps mingled with a loud crash, jarring the silence. My eyes flew open and the window next to the fireplace lay in smashed pieces across the floor. Cool air rushed into the living room, and a dark figure stood before the intruder with broad shoulders and a familiar presence. 
 
    “You have balls to come back here,” Liam said, hands clenched into tight fists. 
 
    The other man scoffed. “She was well hidden until you triggered her gifts. You led me right to her.” 
 
    Without warning, the two flung themselves at one another. They fought feral, like two cats, moving faster than I could comprehend. Liam settled a fist to the man’s chin, then another, pounding so hard that his head snapped back on impact. The man wasn’t deterred, coming after him with fingers forward, like claws, slashing at Liam’s flesh. 
 
    “It’s rude to make someone wait for their dinner,” the man taunted. “I can smell her and she’s delicious, pure and sweet.” 
 
    Liam reacted with volcanic rage, tremors shuddering down his arms. He attacked with ferocity, pushing the man into the wall so hard the plaster cracked. A silver blade appeared in his hand like magic, glinting in the dim light. I watched him, snarling and possessed, take deliberate steps toward him. “You will never speak of her like this again.” One hand landed tight on the man’s throat and the other pressed the knife against his skin. “Do you understand that? She’s mine.” 
 
    The man cried in pain before crumpling into a heap on the ground. Liam turned to me and his green eyes flashed cold and mean.  Everything about him, from his expression to his scent felt unfamiliar. “What does that mean?” I asked. “What you told him?” 
 
    He took a step in my direction and I flinched when he wrapped a hand around my wrist. “It means you’re mine and no one else will have you.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to argue back but he placed his free hand on my forehead. The pressure was firm, but pleasant. “What—” I tried to ask, but the room shifted, spinning around and everything went dark. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Liam 
 
    Nadya rested on a bed in the guestroom adjacent to my personal study, sleeping off the events of the night. She wasn’t frail, nothing of the sort. I’d resorted to a bit of magic to ease her to sleep. Her mind fought against the intrusion harder than anyone I’d encountered. In fact, I had to double my efforts before she finally slipped under. Maybe it was the human in her, or maybe, I considered, it was just her. 
 
    “You’re exhausted,” Ms. Graves declared, bringing me a drink and a clean shirt. I pulled off the other one, torn in the fight, and paused to down the warm glass of bourbon. Alcohol was something the humans had excelled at over the years. Plus, there was little chance it had been spiked it with a charm or curse. She took one look at my chest and frowned. “And injured.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You need to feed. Let me prepare the feeder downstairs.” 
 
    “No.” I tugged the shirt over my head and grimaced as it rubbed against the sore wounds. “Release her. I’m done feeding on others.” 
 
    Ms. Graves lifted a judgmental eyebrow. “Nadya has not agreed to this.” 
 
    “Nadya has no choice, but I won’t force her. There is an army coming after her and I have only killed the first soldier. To fight them she and I must unite.” I walked across the room and studied the bruising on my cheek. I’d had worse, but Ms. Graves was right. If I didn’t feed soon it would take longer to heal, making us both vulnerable. Even so, my loyalty was to Nadya now that she knew about us. I would never feed from another again. 
 
    Ms. Graves sighed. “Let me prepare some food for when she wakes.” 
 
    “Thank you. Oh, and notify her father that she is with me and safe.” 
 
    “I already have.” 
 
    She left and I opened the door adjoining the rooms. A fire blazed in the stone fireplace, and to my surprise Nadya waited with her back to the headboard on the bed. “You should still be sleeping.” I’d given her enough mystical juice to knock out a 200 pound man, at least until the following day. The fact she was already awake rattled me. 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “Late afternoon. You’ve been asleep since last night. How do you fee—“ 
 
    “You’ve kidnapped me?” She cut me off. I smelled the tinge of fear again. As much as I approved of all her scents, this was my least favorite.  
 
    “You are not a captive.” 
 
    “So I can leave?” Her legs slid off the bed. 
 
    “No. Not until it’s safe.” 
 
    She crossed her arms but remained seated. Her jaw set and it made her lips pucker slightly, which caused a barely controllable attraction. One that made my wounds ache as well as the rest of my body. Being in her presence was increasingly challenging. 
 
     “Liam, I need you to explain what happened back there. Everything.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said and gestured to the seat next to the bed. She nodded her approval, as though she had much choice. I supposed it was good to make someone feel like they had choices even when they had few. “Our kind, the Sidhe, have existed since the beginning of time, and your mother’s people have always been the gatekeepers of the portal. It is a very noble and important position between our worlds.  In general our worlds maintain peace, but there are those that cause harm in their quest for power.  It is my job to make sure those people are not successful.” 
 
    Nadya nodded and said, “Are my mother’s people good?” 
 
    “Very much so,” I told her. “Operating the portal requires honesty and integrity, but it is also a very powerful position, which made your mother a target.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Groups are always looking for any reason to target a powerful person,” I said, uneasy about continuing. I wished she would leave it at this but the look on her face confirmed that wasn’t enough of an explanation. “When your mother mated with a human and then bore a half-breed that was enough to gain the attention of detractors.” 
 
    “Did you just call me a half-breed?”  
 
    “Uh, yes.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she mumbled, pulling the blanket over her legs. “So they killed her because of me.” 
 
    “Because they wanted power; you were just the excuse.” 
 
    “So what happened? Why do we still have control even though my father is human and I’m a,” she made a face, “half-breed?” 
 
    I leaned forward in my chair. “It is my duty to protect the Sidhe. I failed your mother. It became my purpose in life to protect the portal and you. As long as you are alive, the portal is still in your family’s control. They cannot take away your birthright even if you are only half Sidhe.  Even so, the dark fae that want to rule the portal have not stopped their efforts.” 
 
    “Holy shit. Is that who came after me tonight?” 
 
    Finally, she understood the significance.  “I have fought these dark fae for years. The only reason you remained undiscovered is due to a spell of protection. As long as you were unaware of your heritage and your Sidhe abilities were suppressed then they could not locate you.” 
 
    “What broke the spell?” 
 
    Ah, here was the question she’d wanted to ask all along. She just didn’t know it. “You and I broke the spell, Nadya. We are bonded. And when that that bond was reestablished they were alerted to your presence.”  
 
    “Holy shit,” she said again. She settled in the plush pillow on the bed and looked at the ceiling. “So this bond, what does that mean?” 
 
    I stood and moved to the bed, sitting gently on the edge. “Our bond makes us strong—incredibly so. We can heal one another. When we feed from one another it makes us more powerful, whereas if a Sidhe feeds from someone that is not their mate the result is one-sided. One person is drained. That will not happen to us. We will both grow more and more powerful.  This is another reason there is a target on your back. They’re afraid of you.” 
 
    Nadya scooted closer and my heart hammered erratic against my chest.  She touched her fingers to my cheek, where the soldier left a bruise. A warm heat tingled across my skin as the cells repaired. “It worked.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Anything else?” A glint of curiosity flashed in her eyes.  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I want to try this.” 
 
    I stood and lifted off my shirt. Slashes of red crisscrossed my chest and abdomen from the sharp claws of the soldier. They had healed slightly, enough to stop bleeding but they were still raw and sore. Nadya lifted to her knees and placed her hand over the wounds, but not touching my skin. “This is crazy.” 
 
    “Please,” I asked, overcome by her proximity. I took her hand and laid it flat across a wide strip of red. I closed my eyes at the feeling, the surge of energy and hope. “I’ve waited so long.” 
 
    “Because I’m yours?”  
 
    Her hands explored my chest, touching each cut and stroking every scar I’d gathered over my lifetime. I swallowed hard and ball my fists, fighting base instincts as every molecule in my body wanted to claim her. I struggled because it was too soon and if I let loose, gods knew, what would happen. Instead, I inhaled, taking in her scent and relishing the feeling of her hands on my body.  
 
    Recharged, I confirmed, “Because you’re mine.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Nadya 
 
    I stood in front of the large gilded mirror and took in my flushed cheeks and bright eyes. The energy Liam took from me bounced back, making me feel amazing. 
 
     “Because you’re mine.” 
 
    Those words echoed in my head long after Liam left. Creepy? A little. Hot? For some reason, yes. It went against every feminist bone in my body, but it wasn’t the words, not exactly. It was the feeling. It was watching the wounds heal on his body. The scars faded back to smooth, perfect skin. It was the power that coursed through my veins. Being Liam’s didn’t take away my power; it only made me stronger, and there was a warm tingling spreading through my chest that told me I was right. For the first time after the pain and hollowness of my mother’s death, I felt safe again. 
 
    “All dressed, dear?” Ms. Graves asked through the door. 
 
    “Yes. You can come in.” 
 
    She came in quickly, business-like and eyed my pants. “Those are a little large. Would you like me to take them in?” 
 
    “No,” I said, rolling over the waistband of the soft gray pants. “I’m just glad you had something for me to change into. Thank you.” 
 
    “We’ll get the rest of your things tomorrow.” 
 
    She offered me a hairbrush and comb, as well as a small pack of other items. “How long do you think I’ll be here?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that, although Mr. Caldwell will make sure everything is safe before you return home.” 
 
    “How hard will this battle be? Do you think he’ll win?” 
 
    The older woman gave me a hard look. “I don’t know. Mr. Caldwell will secure the portal and eliminate any threats to your life, but this is only one group, Nadya. Surely there are others out there.” 
 
    I swallowed. “Groups that want to kill me?” 
 
    “You’re an anomaly of our kind. No one knows what to do with you, and you’ve been hidden for many years. Some will want to test your abilities while others will want to eliminate them.” 
 
    That information was enough to make me want to pack up and run away, but where to? I didn’t want to encounter another soldier on my own. Liam claimed I had my own powers, but even if I did I had no idea how to use them. 
 
    “I don’t mean to scare you. I just believe in honesty.” 
 
    I smiled. “So do I; thank you.” 
 
    “It’s one of your identifying traits and why your people monitor the portal.” 
 
    I ran the brush through my hair and looked at her through the mirror’s reflection. “Can I ask you something else?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “What do you know about this bond thing, Mr. Caldwell says we have between us? Is it real?” 
 
    Wrinkles creased across her forehead. “Does it not feel real?” 
 
    “It does, but I’ve never had a relationship with any boy—or man. I don’t know what is normal or not.” 
 
    “It’s real, Nadya, but that doesn’t mean you don’t need to learn to protect yourself and your heart.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She hesitated and looked toward the door. “Mr. Caldwell has waited for you for a very long time, but he is a man of quick temper and impatience. His life has been solitary and singularly focused—on protecting you and the portal. I anticipate your transition into our world will be difficult. I can’t imagine how you two will manage the complexity of romantic entanglements while fighting for your lives.” 
 
    With that she left the room, leaving me with more questions than before.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Still attempting to wrap my head around everything, I declined dinner with Liam that night.  My stomach was full from the late afternoon meal Ms. Graves had provided, and I felt a distinct but conflicting need to be away from and with Liam at all times. For the sake of my own sanity, I chose away. The information from the last forty-eight hours was a bit more than I could mentally handle.  
 
    Ms. Graves nodded when I said no thank you, a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. She found me amusing, like a pet or something they’d rescued from the street. At least she was honest with me. 
 
    I climbed into the enormous bed and settled in the thick blankets that were so soft they must have cost a fortune. The mattress was heavenly. The sheets smelled like flowers. The pillows were soft and plush, but no matter how hard I tried to sleep it was useless. I’d slept more than half the day and admittedly, with every passing moment my obsessive need to know everything about Liam Caldwell was coming to a head. I was in his house. We were “bonded,” whatever that meant (I sort of thought it meant hot for each other but that seemed to undermine the situation). He knew everything about me and I still had limited information on him. 
 
    I slid off the edge of the bed and my toes sunk deep into the carpet. Quietly, I opened my door to the hallway and peeked outside. Nothing but a long hall, framed artwork mounted to the walls and five closed doors, including a set of double doors at the end. Crap. I stepped back in the room and looked around, my eyes finally settling on the dark wooden door that Liam had come out of earlier in the day. 
 
    I walked across the room and grasped the brass knob. The door opened easily, and immediately I knew this room was much more interesting. The room, a study or office I determined from a fast glance, held everything I needed to know about Liam Caldwell.  
 
    Shelves lined the walls with ancient books stacked neatly and in clearly in some sort of unrecognizable order. The lettering on the sides looked like hieroglyphics and the bindings were all cracked and torn. I ran a finger across a set and I would’ve sworn they shivered under my touch. 
 
    “It’s just a book, Nadya. Just a book,” I muttered to myself, but the Sidhe world was unfamiliar and there was so much I needed to learn. 
 
     I moved on a grand apothecary desk sitting on one end of the room. Tiny drawers covered the front, all labeled neatly in script. I tugged on one of the handles but it didn’t budge. Locked. Liam was smart. 
 
    On top of the wooden cabinet, three jars held what looked like a cluster of feathers and small bones tied in a bundle. Then, I spotted something I couldn’t believe I missed in the first place. A glass case filled top to bottom with shiny trinkets, displayed with the utmost care. I approached the cabinet and felt a hum—a warm vibration in my limbs. The charms were made of silver or gold, some etched with intricate designs. There were even two crowns and a ring, mounted with a magnificent green stone sat in the middle. I’d never wanted to possess a piece of jewelry so badly in my life. I reached for the lid but another ripple of energy shivered across my body. 
 
    “Rule number one,” a voice said from behind. I spun to find Liam standing in the doorway, leaning against the doorframe. He wore an untucked button down with jeans and a pair of dark boots. I’d never seen him dressed so casual before. “Never touch something that belongs to a Sidhe without testing it first.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Nothing is ever as it seems. Drinks can be spiked, ingredients charmed and jewelry is most susceptible to spelling.” 
 
    “Spelling?” 
 
    “All Sidhe or fae can cast magic. It just depends on the nature of the person whether or not it’s good or bad.” 
 
    “How do you tell?” I asked. I followed his every movement. It was almost too good to be true, having him here amongst his things.  
 
    He opened the case and plucked out the ring. The light glinted off the green stone. “There are a variety of ways. Other spells, the occasional liquid. Many of us have a heightened sense of smell.” He sniffed the ring and held it out to me. He nodded and I sniffed too. Man, everything about this was weird. “What do you smell?” 
 
    “Metal? But I guess that’s obvious. Maybe a hint of dirt.” 
 
    “Dirt?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah, like the ground after it rains.” He nodded again and placed the ring back in the case. “Was I right?” 
 
    “You weren’t wrong. Curses tend to leave behind a foul odor—like sulfur or something rotten. A basic spell, which isn’t as harmful, but still annoying, is usually sweet—sickly sweet like—“ 
 
    “Cotton candy,” I interjected. “It always makes my head hurt when I smell it.” 
 
    Liam stared intently at me—too intent. I felt exposed. He didn’t have x-ray vision did he? He placed the ring back in the case and shut the door. “Were you looking for something in particular?”  
 
    “No,” I said, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks. “If you want the truth, I was snooping.” 
 
    “On me?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “You could always ask.” 
 
    I skirted around him, focusing on the shelves that surrounded the room. On anything but him. Liam had many paintings and the occasional photograph mounted for visibility. “You’re not the most forthcoming  person I’ve met.”  
 
    “It’s a lot of information for you to take in all at once. I don’t want to overwhelm you.” 
 
    “You’re hiding things.” 
 
    He tilted his head. “Like what?” 
 
    “Like whatever this is between us.” 
 
    “The bond? I’ve told you it joins us and combined it made us very powerful. You’ve seen the healing abilities.” 
 
    “There’s more than just that. I feel very…intense. It’s something I’ve never experienced with someone before.” 
 
    His eyes had never left me, not once as I moved around the room. I stopped in front of him and tentatively placed a hand on his chest. The current ebbed and flowed between us. He swallowed and said, “It’s a unique connection.” 
 
    Just being this close to him made me feel bold—powerful. My muscles tensed and something inside, confidence maybe, bubbled beneath the surface. God, I wanted to kiss him. I tilted my head upward and asked, “If we’re to challenge this group coming for the portal, what do we need to make ourselves strong enough?” 
 
    “Nadya, you’re not ready to fight in this battle. It’s too dangerous and it’s too soon to test your abilities in a situation like this.” 
 
    Normally, I would have fought him. I had no interest in taking a backseat in this fight, not when I could feel the change inside of me, but even I knew needed more information, and I needed Liam to let down his guard. “Then what can I do to help you become stronger?” 
 
    His jaw tensed and I felt his hands move restlessly on either side of my body. His eyes would not meet mine. “I will become stronger if I feed on you.” 
 
    “How? I’m assuming that does not actually mean eating me, since you know, you’re not a zombie.” The truth was that I felt the hunger myself, churning deep in the pit of my stomach. I wanted to consume him. Taste him. “I already did the healing thing. Isn’t it like that?” 
 
    “No,” he said, without humor. “It’s a way of passing energy to one another. It feeds our souls as well as our body. It happens every time our flesh meets.” 
 
    With that information I took his hand and spread his fingers wide with my own. Warmth flowed between us. “Like that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I reached behind his neck, brushing against the soft skin just below his hairline, before working my fingers into his hair. Liam dropped my hand and pushed the hem of my shirt up, grasping the flesh above my hip. A tingling sensation rolled across my skin. His other thumb grazed my lip, leaving a trail of heat. 
 
    “More?” I asked, licking my lip, seeking his taste. 
 
    He bent down slowly, painfully so, and pressed his lips to mine. Liam’s touch was gentle but firm. Hunger tested my will and I deepened the kiss, parting my mouth, feeling his tongue on mine. The air between us turned warm and to my shock, tinged with the colors gold and blue. 
 
    “What the—“ I said, pulling away to see what was happening. A trail of visible light passed between us and I was overcome, mind and body, with the intense feeling of euphoria. “That’s not normal is it?” 
 
    “No. Well, for us it is, but for others, no.” 
 
    I looked up at Liam and noticed with surprise that he had color in his cheeks and the final scars on his chin had disappeared. I wasn’t sure but it seemed like this energy sharing went both ways. I felt stronger too—unfortunately, like Liam said, I had no idea what to do with it. “It worked, didn’t it? You’re stronger.” 
 
    “I am. Thank you.” 
 
    “Do you need more?” He appeared hesitant, frowning slightly. I pressed myself to him. “You can if you need to.”  
 
    “Maybe, that isn’t such a bad idea,” he agreed with a small grin. He lifted me in his arms as though I was light as a feather. My mouth found his and again I fell into the depth of his kiss, of his mouth and arms and everything. Yeah, maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea, after all. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Liam 
 
     The airport was quiet, other than a quiet rumble of thunder near the mouth of the portal. It was 3 a.m. and the storm signaled enough trouble that I’d called the guardians to meet me. The others were in position when I arrived, but I’d called them over to fill them in on the situation. None were truly taken by surprise. Once Nadya’s cloak of secrecy fell it was only a matter of time before the soldiers made an attempt on her life and for control of the portal. 
 
    “Is everything secure?” I asked, tossing the bag of weapons on the floor of the airport lobby with a loud thud. 
 
    “All of the wards have been increased,” Brayden said, reaching for a long sword.  
 
    Daniel bent down and rummaged through the bag, looking for the weapon of his choice. He took a long blade out and then began handing various objects to the guardians standing behind him. Ten guards worked at the airport; the rest had assimilated into the town, preparing for this day. “There is definite activity on the other side, though. Several of my alarms have been triggered. That thunder and lightning is just the beginning of it. They’ll attack by dawn.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” I told them, presenting more bravado than I truly had. Yes, I was stronger after feeding from Nadya—stronger than ever before—but I was also burdened with an additional distraction, the girl herself. I’d left her in the care of Ms. Graves, who was more than capable, but now that I’d experienced the bliss of feeding with her my ability to think of much more was impaired. 
 
    “Was it worth it?” Colleen asked. I looked up at Nadya’s friend. She wore battle armor and attached two blades to her wrists and held them up. She was one of our strongest guards. “Risking all this to finally have her as your own?” 
 
    “Fate made that decision,” I refuted. “I am merely accepting it. She couldn’t hide forever.” 
 
    Colleen rolled her eyes and mumbled low under her breath. I heard the word selfish. “I will not deny my selfish motivations in this situation, but Nadya opened this wound, not me. I discouraged her. You were there as she picked at the scab, Colleen; don’t pretend you made any efforts to stop her.” 
 
    She took a step in my direction. “I agree Nadya needed to embrace her destiny—her own power. She should be here protecting the portal. It is her fight, not yours, Liam, that’s what bothers me. That you’re feeding from her for your own gain and nothing else.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and clenched the dagger I was holding tight in my grip. “How dare you presume to understand the gravity of my bond with Nadya and to this place? Everything about her is mine and everything about me is the same to her. This is not simply for my selfish gain, Colleen. Understand that or leave now.” 
 
    We faced one another, tense and ready for a fight. Her eyes narrowed with hatred and distrust but there was no backing down. Colleen might be a worthy guard but she was not up to my strength, not today. A bolt of lightning split the sky, followed by an earthshaking roll of thunder.  
 
    “Liam,” Daniel called, pointing to the sky. 
 
     The soldiers were near. It was time to assemble the guard. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Nadya 
 
    The sky lit up like the fourth of July as we raced across town toward the airport. Now that I was “aware” I could see clearly and the impending storm coming directly from the portal, not the surrounding sky.  
 
    “How pissed is he going to be that you brought me here?” I asked. 
 
    “He’ll be furious, but don’t worry about me. I can handle Liam.” The glint in her eye told me she spoke the truth. “This is your fight as much as his and once you asked it was my obligation to bring you here. Good luck, dear.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I exited the car and quickly ran to the employee entrance of the airport. Using my key I entered the building and slipped into my father’s office. I kept the light off and listened to the voices the lobby. Liam spoke in a loud, tense voice. I peeked out the square window in the door to see who he was commanding.  
 
    To my shock and surprise I saw Colleen inches from Liam’s face. Her forehead was lined and she had a mean set to her jaw. I heard the accusation she made toward Liam about me—about his selfish motivations. Collen was a guard? How many people in my life were lying to me? I pushed back anger and listened because I wasn’t without my own suspicions. 
 
    The thunder cracked overhead and Liam directed the guards into position and the men in front pushed through the doors to the runway. I spotted Brayden and Daniel among the leaders in the group, but there were other familiar faces, some from the airport and others from around town. 
 
    Once more my reality spun and I realized my entire life had been a farce. Every person, place and thing in my existence had been a sham. A cover up for a greater universe that I’d barely scratched the surface of. Anger coursed through me and I bit back my rage as lightning flashed outside and thunder shook the ground under my feet. Papers toppled off my father’s desk and I swore I heard the sound of hoof beats echoing across the runway.  I pushed through the office door and searched for Liam, only to see the back of his head as he charged into the storm. 
 
    I raced across the room and stopped short, barely recovering before falling over a large canvas bag. Metal glinted from the inside and I reached in. Careful not to cut myself, I pushed aside several blades until I found one sheathed in leather. I revealed the blade and saw there were two—one to strap to each wrist. The metal hummed for me and I sniffed it, finding the familiar and comforting hint of earth. 
 
    I had no way to prove it or any reason to think so, but I knew those weapons belonged to me. I strapped them on, tightening the leather cords, just as the sky cracked open with a flash of yellowish-green light. Tiny dots filled the sky and I watched, mesmerized, until they hit the ground running. They were Sidhe, soldiers identical to the one in my home, and they were on the attack, claws slashing at the guards. 
 
    I took a deep breath, channeling my confusion and rage until I harnessed the newfound power that filled my veins. I charged the doors, chanting to myself for courage: this is my home. My work and my destiny. These bastards will only take it over my dead body. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Liam 
 
    They came from the sky like a swarm of bees, their claws poised like a multipoint stinger. The guards went on the attack, cutting the soldiers down swiftly. They were little more than clones of the original soldier—expendable in their leader’s eyes. Eleanor, the commander, never liked to get her hands dirty when she could have an army do it for her. That’s the beauty of being a Queen. I didn’t have such luxury. 
 
    I rushed through my men and flung myself into battle, ears ringing from the sharp clang of clashing metal. My own blade found purchase in a soldier caught off guard, and again, as another attempted to impale Daniel on a sword. 
 
    “All right?” I asked, breathing heavy. 
 
    “Yes,” he bit out, lunging over my shoulder. I heard a cry and a thud as another soldier hit the pavement. 
 
    “How many do you think she’ll send?” 
 
    “This is only the first battle of many,” I predicted. “Keep killing them and we’ll see what else she has to offer. The portal isn’t her only interest.” 
 
    “Nadya?”  
 
    “Now that she’s awakened, Eleanor will want to see her for herself. She’ll sacrifice the portal if she gets her chance.” I stabbed a man in the gut and watched him fall before wrenching my blade sticky from his body. “She’s secure at my home. Once we slay these men, we can reestablish the wards.” 
 
    Another wave of soldiers come our way and with a fast wipe of my brow I dove back in, hacking and gutting my way through. I heard a grunt, high-pitched and familiar. Spinning on my heel, I found Nadya fighting three men, each too stupid to realize who she was. 
 
    I started in her direction but was pulled back by a heavy hand on my shoulder and the feeling of a blade at my neck. Warm, sticky breath wafted across my ear and my captor snarled, “If only the Queen wanted you dead. It’s unfortunate she has a soft spot for you and has declared you be taken alive.”  
 
    I kept my eyes on Nadya, half entranced by her fighting skills and half terrified for her life. She moved gracefully, slaying one of the men with ease. Her eyes focused on the men around her, never once straying from the battle. Lean muscles lined her arms and it was hard to believe this was the same scrawny girl working the counter at the airport days before. 
 
     Colleen, wiping blood off her forehead, noticed the two of us, eyes shifting in assessment. I jerked my head, directing her to the other fight. Regardless of our lives, it was our job to protect her at all costs. 
 
    The soldier behind me tightened his grip and I felt the warm trickle of blood oozing down my neck.  “I’ll be rewarded richly for bringing you in,” he gloated. 
 
    I heard the clink of chains meant to bind me and mustered all my strength to level a blow to his abdomen with my elbows. He grunted, stumbling backwards, giving me time to spin around.  I slashed at his claws, lopping them off with a clang to the ground. With his final battle cry, the soldier bared his teeth and lunged forward. “Your reward is death,” I declared, slitting his throat with my blade. 
 
    A quick assessment revealed that the battles were slowing and my men appeared to be overwhelmingly victorious.  Colleen fell beneath a heavyset man and I raced to pull him off. He was already dead and Nadya beat me to it, rolling him off with little effort. She was strong and so powerful.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Nadya asked her friend. 
 
    “Yes, just a little bloody. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Nayda glanced with annoyance in my direction before saying to Colleen, “You have a lot to explain.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Colleen,” I directed, stumbling slightly on my feet. “Take her home. Immediately.” 
 
    “You’re wounded Liam,” Colleen said, pointing to my neck. I raised my hand and felt the sticky blood.  Nadya’s eyes widened and she stepped forward. 
 
    “Let me…” She made a motion to heal me. I waved her away. 
 
    “It’s fine. Take her out of here. Now.” 
 
    “No! You don’t get to make that decision—” Nadya’s argument was drowned out by the final wave of soldiers. The loss of blood made me woozy but I stood firm, waiting for the onslaught. Shadows fell by my side and through my pain I saw the two blades first, glinting off the light of the fiery portal. Dark hair plastered against her neck while dirt and blood smeared across her cheeks.  
 
    “Ready?” she asked, glancing at me and then over at Colleen who stood on the other side of her. They nodded to one another. 
 
    I swallowed back my fear, my love and devotion. “Ready.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Nadya 
 
    At last the soldiers retreated and the portal returned to its normal state. I could still see the ripple in the air; in fact, it was more like I couldn’t unsee it along with the information that my coworkers and friends were all part of this. They were also Sidhe.  
 
    “What about my father?” I asked Colleen as we limped off the runway. The bodies and blood evaporated behind us, leaving no trace of their existence.  
 
    “He’s human, Nadya. He understands little of our world and only knows what we’ve told him. He’s under our protection and care, just as you have always been.” 
 
    “And my mother? She was killed by these soldiers?” 
 
    “By their leader, Eleanor, yes. She’ll come again.” 
 
    I nodded, processing the details. “For me. She’ll come for me.” 
 
    “And the portal. Yes.” 
 
    I searched the runway for Liam and found him assessing the other guards. “And what about him?” 
 
    “Liam is very powerful, but power is a complicated thing, Nadya. Always remember that.” She gave me a sympathetic grin and walked away, passing Liam on his way over. 
 
    “Can I take you home?” 
 
    “Your home or mine?” I asked suspiciously. I didn’t know where this was going or what it all meant for my future. 
 
    “You’re injured and exhausted. Let me take you to my house while you recover.” 
 
    I was too exhausted to argue. He slipped his hand into mine and I felt the warm tingle of our bond, I couldn’t help but wonder exactly what recovering involved. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    We’re halfway up the stairs when Liam, pale and weak from his wounds, collapsed against the railing.  
 
    “Help me,” I cried out, hoping Ms. Graves would hear. The older woman appeared fast, and together we hauled his large frame to a set of double doors down the hall from my guestroom.  
 
    We entered a bedroom—Liam’s, I assumed— although there was nothing personal to identify it as such. It smelled like him though, warm and woodsy. I supposed all of his things were in his study. “Let’s get him to the bed,” she said. Once there, with his head back on the mattress we could see the severity of the cut along his neck. “He’s lost a lot of blood.” 
 
    She stepped closer but I held her back. “Let me do this.” 
 
    Ms. Graves looked like a mother bear being asked to step away from her cub, but after a moment of hesitation she relented and walked to the door. “Call if you need me.” 
 
    “I will. Thank you.”  
 
    The door closed with a click and I went to the bathroom and found a fresh white cloth to dampen. On the bed, Liam eyes fluttered, in and out of consciousness. When I approached the bed he turned his head and smiled. “We survived.” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    I sat next to him and gently removed his shirt, tearing it along the neck to remove easier. His chest heaved and his abdomen clenched, revealing the firm muscles normally hidden from view.  I wanted to touch him, but his serious wounds came first so I titled his head to get a better view of his neck. The cut was jagged and the clotting thick. With the cloth I removed the blood and dirt. Then, like he showed me, I bent down and kissed the salty, coppery flesh, bathing him in a glow of bluish light. 
 
    “Mhmmmhmm,” he hummed, twisting his fingers into my hair. With each kiss and every touch he grew a little stronger.  He pulled me forward, toward his body. “Come here.” 
 
    I straddled his waist and with a quick motion he removed my shirt, buttons popping across the hardwood floors.  Warm fingers ran over the cuts and bruises I’d sustained in the fight. I shivered as they stitched and repaired, wholly mesmerized as they vanished under the blue light that enveloped us in a safe cocoon.  
 
    Fully recovered, Liam propped himself up to reach me better.  
 
    “Can I?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    His lips pressed against mine and a spark flew. He closed his mouth over mine and his tongue tasted so good. Energy swirled around us and between kisses I panted, “Will it always be like this? Always so intense.” 
 
    “I hope so,” he replied, hands moving across my back and traveling down my sides. Beneath me he felt hard and strained, encouraging me to rock against him. I obliged, proud that I not only had power but I had power over him. I’d never experienced anything like it. 
 
    “What happens,” I wonder aloud, the connection making me bold, “If we joined completely?” 
 
    “Then we rule the world.” I looked to see if he was joking but every crease, every line on his face, told me that he was deadly serious. “The portal will be ours—anything we want will be ours. And I’m not sure, but it’s possible that we may even self-heal.” 
 
    “Become immortal?” 
 
    “To an extent, yes.” He kissed me behind the ear and a shiver ran down my spine. “It would be amazing, right?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” I confessed. I fought against the blissed out haze and struggled to get some air. Liam trapped me with his arms.  
 
    “What are you afraid of?” 
 
    “You,” I said honestly. “Being  Sidhe. The power and newness of everything and…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your motivations.” 
 
    He frowned. “You don’t trust me?” 
 
    I think back to the conversation I overheard between Liam and Colleen and once again, my head became clearer.  “Liam, I don’t know you.” He flinched like I slapped him and pulled away. Ouch. “Okay, wait. Listen. You’ve waited for this for a long time but this is moving really fast for me. I mean, I haven’t even ever had a real boyfriend before and now I’ve got some sort of soul mate. It’s a lot to absorb.” 
 
    “Then how do we do this, Nadya, because I am all in—I have no choice.” 
 
    “Give me time and patience. That’s all I’m asking.” 
 
    “Time I’ve got. Patience is not my strong suit.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best not to be too tempting.” I laughed, leaning closer and giving him a kiss. I did like him, maybe even more, but I didn’t want to lose myself in him entirely. 
 
    He leaned back against the headboard and laughed darkly in return. “Then you may want to put on a shirt, because I’m strong but not that strong.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    After a day of recovery at Liam’s, I returned home. My father, along with several people I now recognized as Sidhe guards repaired the damage from the fight.  
 
    “Nadya,” he cried, looking me over for injuries. “I was so worried.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Pop.” He attempted a hug but I held back. The hurt in his eyes was hard to swallow but he deserved it. “We need to talk.” 
 
    I led him to the kitchen and sat at my spot at the table. He sat across from me and like always, the remaining chair left a hollow ache. Now I knew so much more about the mother I’d lost and why. 
 
    “Did you always know about mom being Sidhe?” 
 
    “Not at first, but when things became serious she told me the truth.” 
 
    “Just like that? So easily?” 
 
    “We loved one another and had no plans to separate so she had little choice.  She couldn’t leave the portal so I stayed with her. I never realized how dangerous it was for the two of you until she was killed.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just tell me?” 
 
    “I was afraid,” he confessed, looking down at his wrinkled hands. “I asked Liam to hide you from that world.” 
 
    “Which he only did because of the guilt he had over mother’s death.” 
 
    Pop’s eyes narrowed and his face turned red. “He should feel guilty. It was his job to protect her and he didn’t. It’s his fault.” 
 
    “I don’t believe Liam didn’t do his best.” 
 
    “His best wasn’t good enough, and I refused to allow the same to happen to you.” 
 
    “So you hid me away from both worlds, tying me to the airport, to a life with no friends or dates. You had no right, and because of your fear I could have been killed.” Feeling bitter I added, “Liam didn’t fail me that time, did he? He’s the reason I’m alive.” 
 
    “Liam Caldwell is a dangerous man. He brings death and destruction to all things. Stay away from him, Nadya.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I said. “And you’re no longer making these decisions about my life. I allowed it to go on longer than necessary because I felt bad about mother, but not anymore.”  
 
    “Nadya, I am only trying—“ 
 
    “No, Pop. Listen to me,” I said carefully. “I love you and will continue to stay with you, because this is our home, but I am an adult and you’re not in control of my life, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” He sighed and I noted how he looked several years older than he did just a few days before. “I still think you’re making a mistake.” 
 
    “That’s what growing up is all about, making mistakes and growing from them. I’m ready to grow up, Pop, and you can’t stop me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    When I returned to work, everything looked normal, other than the eerily calm portal hovering over the airport. It looked normal but obviously that wasn’t true. My entire life had been tossed upside down.  
 
    I settled behind my counter and looked over the schedule. Deep breaths, I told myself. It was just work, no soldiers were going to fall from the sky. No battles or ancient fights over land. Just when I was about to have a meltdown over the whole thing, Colleen waved from her spot in the diner. She held up the coffee pot that I took as a gesture of peace. I found my cup and nodded. 
 
    “How are you?” she asked, pouring the steamy hot liquid into my cup. The scent was strong and strangely, it grounded me. 
 
    “Good, I guess. At least physically.” 
 
    “That healing thing is pretty handy.” 
 
    “Can you do it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope, that’s pretty unique for you and Liam.” 
 
    Silence bloomed between us other than the typical noises of the airport. Everything was weird. Colleen was my friend but she’d kept a lot from me. How could I reconcile that? Finally I said, “I told him we had to take things slow.” 
 
    Her lips twisted in amusement. “Oh yeah? How did that go over?” 
 
    “I’m not sure he has any choice.” 
 
    “Good girl,” she said, this time with a genuine smile. “You’ll figure all this out, Nadya, and if you need any help I’ll be right here. Like always.” 
 
    Colleen walked back to the snack area. A flash of light passed over the front window and a shiver ran down my arms. Liam was on the flight list for today. He would be flying out as though everything was normal. I wanted to laugh. As if anything was ever going to be normal again. 
 
     Colleen called out, “Read me your horoscope.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m dying to hear what it says.” 
 
    I picked up the paper and flipped past the front page with photos of the storm that rolled through two nights ago. The city was still cleaning up. 
“Okay here we go: Although close partnerships may be on your mind today, you're not satisfied with simply meeting your commitments. You want to increase the intensity and depth in your intimate interactions, and won't be completely satisfied until you do. But don't place all your hopes in one basket or you could miss out on the possible pleasure that's right in front of your nose. Cultivating your relationships methodically creates the environment necessary for the kind of emotional connections you crave.” 
 
    Colleen raised her eyebrow and I folded the paper back up, shoving it under the counter. The front door opened and Liam walked through it, clean and unblemished. Like he’d never fought an epic battle two days ago. Or that he and I hadn’t shared a level of intimacy that went beyond the laws of nature. He wore his same dark pants and dark sweater. His leather jacket was still looked smooth and expensive. His bag hung easily over his shoulder. Everything about this moment was the same as every other moment he’d walked through that door. I pulled out my clipboard and checked the weather for the day. For the first time since I met Liam Caldwell I was confident that today would be a different day. 
 
    I was right. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Nadya 
 
      
 
    The bag swayed reluctantly in front of me, heavy with sand. Sweat pooled on the floor beneath my feet. My sweat, specifically, produced from endless hours of training inflicted by Colleen at Liam’s instruction. He’d notified me that I was “weak” and had the muscle tone of a “twelve-year-old-boy” before tossing me a new pair of sneakers and workout clothes that left little to the imagination. 
 
    Sometimes I suspected my father was right, that Liam Caldwell was very dangerous. Just not in the way he thought. 
 
    “Five more minutes,” Colleen shouted. I pounded away on the punching bag, arms wobbly like jelly. Colleen lived three doors down from an old-school gym on Main Street. A sparring ring stood in the middle of the gym and there wasn’t an elliptical machine in sight. To my dismay, the owner thought Colleen was an amateur boxer and gave her unlimited access to the equipment. This allowed us to come and go at all hours of the day and night. 
 
    “I hate you,” I spat, wiping my forehead. Insults only encouraged her, but it was the only thing I had left. Insults and crying, which I planned to do later that night in the safety of my own bed. 
 
    “Is all of this even necessary?” I asked on the way out the door. My clothes were drenched in sweat and I smelled like the inside of an athlete’s gym bag. “I don’t get why turning me into a warrior is so important. You guys are in charge of guarding the portal. Not me.” 
 
    “All Sidhe learn basic fighting skills as a child. It’s time you caught up. Plus, the extent of your impact on the community is still unknown. You should know how to protect yourself if you’re ever alone.” 
 
    I snorted. “That’s unlikely. I haven’t had a moment to myself in weeks.” 
 
    “Liam thinks that testing you will be the best way to figure out your exact abilities.” 
 
    I was pretty sure my abilities were nothing more than being able to see glimpses of the past, which so far hadn’t been very helpful other than to prove everyone around me was a liar. Oh and the weird bond-connection I had with Liam which felt more like some sort of strange sex curse than anything else. “What if I don’t have any grand abilities?” 
 
    “All Sidhe have abilities—to some extent. Sure, some are weaker than others, and some—like Liam or the royals—have extreme power.” 
 
    “What kind of power?” 
 
    “Most draw from the elements. Water or fire. Some use materials from the earth, like being able to infuse magic into precious metals. Others can take plants and turn them into potions. There’s really no limit. Sidhe have the ability to charm and manipulate, use glamours to change the environment or compel others. It’s why you always have to be on the alert. Anyone could be a threat. Like you. All you have to do is touch someone and you can read their past.” 
 
    “Yeah, like that’s scary.” 
 
    “It is! The Sidhe operate on half-truths. Someone like you can cut away all of that and extract the real story.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, trying to wrap my head around everything. 
 
    Colleen dodged a group of inebriated men and women walking down the sidewalk toward a waiting cab. “Drunk humans are the best humans,” she declared, watching them laugh and stumble their way home. Her tiny efficiency apartment was located directly over a crappy bar. This suited her fine, she said, since she required little sleep and the humans below amused her with drunken antics. “It’s a little bit like being back home.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Otherworld is famous for its parties and feasts. Spirits flow freely, as well as magic-infused potions and sweets. The kings and queens hold court and the goal is for everyone to have a good time.” 
 
    “So this happens often?” I’d told Liam when we first met that I wanted to go to Otherword and see where my mother was from. So far he was opposed to the idea. Like everything else that sounded fun. 
 
    “If you live in Otherworld it’s common, but that is not the life of a Sidhe Guard, though. We’re sent to Earth where it’s all work and no play.” 
 
    “So you’re implying I’m no fun to be around? Because that wicked grin on your face when I’m crying in pain makes it seem like you’re having an awesome time.” 
 
    She gave me a sideways look. “I don’t enjoy your pain, Nadya, but I do know it’s good for you.” 
 
    I stopped near the corner of her building. The bar had closed an hour before and the street was dark and deserted. “It’s not my fault I’m exhausted all the time. I’ve never worked out this much in my life.” I pushed up my sleeve and revealed the long row of bruises. Dark purple ones covered lighter fading ones from earlier. I had bruises on bruises. “My entire body looks like this. All I want to do is eat and sleep.” 
 
    “There’s a way to fix that, you know.” 
 
    “No, there isn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, there is.” 
 
    “It’s not an option.” 
 
    “Why isn’t using Liam to heal you an option? Better than a bottle of extra strength aspirin and that disgusting smelly stuff you keep rubbing all over your body.” 
 
    “Because I don’t need him to fix me,” I said. I didn’t add that I had the feeling these intense workouts were just another way for him to get me in a compromising position, make me come crawling to him. He wished. 
 
    “I thought you would have learned your lesson by now that part of being Sidhe is the need to feed and that regular people food isn’t going to cut it. You need Liam whether you like it or not. It’s okay if you use him to heal your body. I’m sure he’d understand any conditions you set.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Yeah, I bet he would—“ 
 
    My sentence was cut short by a sharp whack against the back of my knees, and I collapsed forward, scraping my knees. Recovering quickly, I spun to face my attacker. His face was cloaked by a dark hood, but I saw the glint of a blade near his hip. We jockeyed, dancing in a tight circle before I kicked him twice, once in the knee and the other on the hip, hoping to knock him off balance. He lunged instead. 
 
    “Colleen,” I cried but a quick glance to the alley confirmed that, she was fighting another attacker. Looking for her had been a mistake. I lost time and felt the tips of the blade graze my side as they caught the fabric on my jacket, shredding it like tissue. 
 
    My attacker was fast and big; even in better conditions it wouldn’t have been a fair fight. With the sound of my own wheezing breath and the fight behind me clamoring in my ears, I made one last attempt at his weak spots, jabbing at his knees and eyes. A leather gloved hand caught my wrist and spun me around, capturing me against his body. 
 
    “Do it,” I dared him, wincing at the pain in my side. “I’m not afraid.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    The voice rolled over me like honey and ignited a fire to the low lying anger simmering in my veins. 
 
    “Bastard!” I yelled, lifting my foot and slamming my heel down as hard as I could. At the same time I rammed my elbow into his gut, spinning to kick him directly in the balls. He regained his balance just in time to avoid my assault but not fast enough to keep the hood over his head. 
 
    Liam Caldwell rubbed his stomach and grimaced. “Better,” he declared. He was so freaking smug. “But I could have killed you ten times over.” 
 
    “And I could have mangled your balls for the rest of eternity. You’re lucky I realized it was you before I unleashed my wrath.” 
 
    “I’d like to see your wrath someday,” he snorted. “And if you mangle my, uh, man parts, there’s only one way to fix that and I’m pretty sure you’re not ready for those consequences.” 
 
    I thought about how healing Liam involved touching his body and running my hands over his flesh. The familiar buzz of energy rolled through me at the thought. Healing and feeding equaled increased power between the two of us. The more we fed, the stronger we became, to the extent, Liam theorized, we could possibly become invincible. A chill ran down my spine. 
 
     Okay. Right. No mangling. 
 
    I tried to make a snappy comeback but I felt a little dizzy. My fingers brushed the rough brick wall for support but slipped. “Nadya!” I heard Liam call through a foggy haze. 
 
    “Come quick,” he called, and I heard footsteps pound against the pavement. My eyelids felt like weights so I let them close and fell into a deep, heavy sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I woke flat on my back, staring at the cracked and peeling ceiling in Colleen’s apartment. 
 
    “Hey.” I propped myself up and found Liam’s concerned green eyes. Yellow daylight slashed into the room through the edge of the curtains. “Wait, what time is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Eleven.” 
 
    “In the morning?” I fumbled with the blanket, but Liam had already moved to the end of the couch and stopped me. “I’ve been asleep since last night?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Crap.” I rubbed my eyes. “I’m late to work.” 
 
    “I notified your father that you wouldn’t be in today.” 
 
    “I’m sure that went over well.” The room tilted sideways and spun in a circle. “Whoa.” 
 
    “Rest. You’re dehydrated and exhausted. Plus those cuts on your side are worse than I’d intended. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I didn’t argue. I wasn’t really sure I could without passing out again or puking. “Colleen’s been kicking my ass lately.” 
 
    “I take responsibility for that. I pushed you too far, too quickly.” He picked up my hand and a warm tingling sensation rippled through my body. I eyed him warily, taking in his soft, pink lips. One taste and I would feel a thousand times better. “Let me help you, Nadya.” 
 
    I felt the tacky blood on my ribcage. “You didn’t do anything while I was out of it? Not even any of that sleeping mojo?” 
 
    “No. I won’t heal or touch you without permission again. But please let me heal you now.” 
 
    His proposal was no different than asking a junkie if they wanted a fix. God yes, I wanted it more than I could express. But like an addiction, there had to be a downside to this, even if I hadn’t figured out what it was yet. Liam’s eyes darted downward as my tongue wet my lips. “Only to make the cuts and bruises go away,” I said. “My father will freak out if he sees those.” 
 
    Liam leaned close and ran his finger over the purple spots on my arms. They turned red and then back to the normal pale white of my skin. I lay flat on my back and lifted my shirt, just enough for him to take care of the cuts. “You got a little rough with that blade,” I said. I felt his warm breath first, then his lips as they kissed the wounds. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I just want you to be ready for the next fight.” 
 
    I inhaled and my fingers gripped the edge of the cushion. Every kiss sent waves of energy through my body and as my body healed, my strength returned. My fingers wove into the fabric of Liam’s shirt and I pulled him from my belly closer to my face. “This will never be easy for us will it?” 
 
    “It’s only as difficult as you want to make it.” His nose brushed against mine and his hair tickled my forehead. His mouth opened again, ready to speak, something smart I suspected from the glint in his eye. 
 
    “Don’t ruin this,” I suggested, stopping whatever asinine comment he wanted to make with my lips. Energy boiled between us, like a hit of meth to a junkie. He had me. He knew it. I knew it. 
 
    As much as I wanted to, I didn’t care. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Liam 
 
    Nadya’s body repaired quickly, perhaps faster than my own. There were no signs of our fight and the ongoing effects of her workouts had vanished. The connection lingered long after we’d completed feeding, and I felt the bond between us stretch and pull as she left my car and entered her house. 
 
    I couldn’t deny the impact feeding with Nadya had on my own body. After a lifetime of using standard fae feeders that I did not share a bond with, the experience with Nadya was hard to define. Her energy made me faster, stronger and more powerful than before. With each encounter our power increased. I wanted to push the limits and eventually, Nadya would, too. 
 
    “Is my schedule ready?” I asked Mrs. Graves when I entered the house. 
 
    “You need to be at the airport at 4 PM to assist in a transport,” she said, following me to my office with a tray of tea and two local papers. I picked up one on top and noticed the bend at the corner of the paper. She’d already read through them. 
 
    “Anything out of the ordinary?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing in particular that could be attributed to unaccounted-for Sidhe activity, but right now is not the time to be lax. I did find this interesting.” She pointed to a small article on the right side of the paper. “A dozen windows broken on two different homes on Barnes Street.” 
 
    “Sounds like vandalism.” 
 
    “Possibly. The police found no rocks or signs of trespassing.” 
 
    I read over the article but there wasn’t much more information. Just that all the windows shattered at once. The authorities were blaming it on everything from some sort of noise frequency to a practical joke. They could be right about the frequency thing; the houses were in an industrial area. Or it was just vandalism? From the photographs the houses had a shabby look about them. “I’ll check it out when I get back.” 
 
    Mrs. Graves left and I walked to the closet to change. Stripping off my shirt, I tossed it into the laundry basket and flipped through the neatly arranged row of shirts. I found the blue one I liked. I had just slipped it over my arms when I was startled by a voice behind me. 
 
    “I see some things do get better with time.” 
 
    I had the blade in my hand before I turned around. Fiona, the Bronze Queen, stood before me, regal and beautiful. She’d come alone. I studied every inch of her with a quick sweep, but found no visible weapons. “I’m sorry, Your Highness, did we have a meeting scheduled?” I glanced over at my calendar to prove a point. “Mrs. Graves should have reminded me.” 
 
    “Since when have I needed an appointment?” 
 
    I placed the blade on the desk and returned to dressing. Her bright, emerald green eyes watched as I buttoned the front. 
 
    “You’re looking quite…fit.” 
 
     “What do you want, Fiona?” 
 
     “Just checking to see how our girl fared after Eleanor’s attack.” She circled the room studying my collectables. Her hair tumbled down her back in soft, white-blonde waves. Black leather boots came all the way over her knees, stopping midway up her thigh. A thin cord held a platinum charm at the center of her throat. The jewel was green like her eyes. Her velvet jacket was certainly out of place for this realm. I doubt she cared. 
 
    “Nadya is fine. Progressing with her training. I know she’s important to you, but there must be more for you to visit the human world.” 
 
    She shuddered at the word human and ran finger ran over the edge of the glass cabinet where I stored my most valuable possessions. Silver jeweled rings sat on display. The Queen’s abilities came from precious metals and stones. The energy coursing through the set of rings would call to her. “I want you to bring Claudia’s daughter back to Otherworld to meet her people. Well, her other people.” 
 
    I laughed and tucked in my shirt. A thin line creased between her brilliant green eyes. 
 
    “Does something amuse you?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” I was not amused, nor would I take Nayda to Otherworld. 
 
    “Why? She should learn everything about the Sidhe, and the Sidhe should learn everything there is to know about her.” 
 
    “You want to test her.” For my suspicions, I wanted to add but did not. It was unspoken. We both knew it. 
 
    “I’ve already seen what she can do. She should see her mother’s home.” 
 
    The skill Nadya showed at the battle was only a portion of her true power, or at least, that was my theory. Colleen’s training was just one manner of finding out exactly what Nadya could do physically. I hadn’t even begun to make concrete attempts on her magical abilities. Beyond that I had to consider her weaknesses. Did being half-human allow for additional flaws? I needed more time to be sure. “Your concern for her lineage is appreciated but it’s out of the question. Nadya belongs here. Guarding the portal. That is her duty.” 
 
    “What’s the point if she doesn’t know what she’s guarding it for? Who she is guarding it for? Claudia’s choices may not be shared by Nadya. There is much more at stake here.” 
 
    Fiona approached the desk and a scent of sweet fruit wafted over me. She’d coated herself in a charm before she came, something that would ignite from skin to skin contact. I steadied myself from the intoxicating scent. At least I knew she didn’t trust me anymore than I trusted her. She reached for me and I held the blade between us. “I can smell the charm on your skin. Don’t even think of touching me.” 
 
    Amusement glinted in her eye and she lifted a finger and licked the tip. “Just a little protection. A girl can never be too safe around you, Liam Caldwell. I’ve learned that lesson the hard way. In fact, I learned it from you.” 
 
    “I think you should go.” 
 
    She pouted. “We’re not finished. Tell me, do you think Nadya is the one?” 
 
    Yes. I wanted to tell her but I couldn’t. It wasn’t true, and if it was it was dangerous. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Very well.” Fiona blew me a kiss and the room shimmered. A moment later she’d vanished. I picked up my phone and hit a number in my contacts. Daniel picked up on the first ring. “We have a problem. Bring your kit.” 
 
      
 
    Daniel walked around the room sprinkling ash on the doorway and windows. From my desk chair I asked, “How did she break the wards?” 
 
    “They’re still in place and active.” The lines of his forehead creased in confusion. “Technically she shouldn’t have been able to enter, either through the portal or into your home without permission.” 
 
    “Double them up—and add something about royalty and powerful Sidhe. She must have found a loophole. Then go to Nadya’s and do the same.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll go to her house?” 
 
    “Eventually—unless I stop her first.” I leaned back in my seat and propped my feet on the desk. “Which I will.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll harm Nadya?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but Nadya is special. More than I ever could have expected—the energy she possesses is greater than anything I’ve ever seen. She could be our best ally or our biggest enemy. Neither Fiona or Eleanor need that information, not yet. It’s important that we continue to protect Nadya as though our lives depend on it.” 
 
    “Will you tell her about Fiona?” Daniel brushed his blonde hair out of his eyes. “You know—everything?” 
 
    “When you live for an eternity it’s hard to confess to all your sins.” 
 
    He nodded and packed away his tools. I’d hoped Fiona would sit this round out, let me focus, but obviously that was not her intent. It was my job to make sure the Queens were contained. They were going to be a problem, in more ways than one. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Nadya 
 
    I had barely made it to my desk when I spotted Colleen walking over from the snack bar. I accepted the cup of coffee she had in her hand and said, “Thanks for the help the other night.” 
 
    “You had everything under control.” 
 
    “I passed out.” 
 
    “In capable hands.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and walked behind my counter, flipping on the computers and setting up for the day. The weather forecast rolled out of the printer. “It doesn’t count when he’s the one that attacked me.” 
 
    “Normally, that would be true, but you look better now. A lot better.” 
 
    I felt better, like a new person, but I didn’t give her the satisfaction by saying so. With each feeding I better understood the hungry glint in Liam’s eye. I felt like a mythological vampire, consumed for the need for his very essence. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering something. Do you think I’m at a disadvantage being part human? Do I injure more easily?” 
 
    “That’s sort of the big question around here,” Colleen admitted. “What are your powers and their limitations? Will your humanity make you stronger or weaker? That’s part of the reason Liam is being so hard on you with these workouts. He’s testing your limits.” 
 
    I glanced around, not wanting anyone else to hear what I had to say next. I’d learned at the battle that many co-workers and associates were actually Sidhe. Because of this I was not sure where loyalties fell. With me or with Liam? Or where they the same? I didn’t know enough about my Sidhe history to judge. Not yet. “Do you think Liam’s motives are pure? Being with him is very…intoxicating. Each time I grow stronger but so does he. It makes me uncomfortable.” 
 
    Colleen nodded in understanding. “I think you are smart to have reservations. Jumping into this is scary—for all of us. Liam has spent a lifetime protecting the portal and protecting you. He works very hard to maintain balance between here and the Otherworld. I’m not telling you not to trust him—do trust him, but also rely on your own strength. That is the Sidhe way and how your mother would have raised you. Just make sure you don’t lose yourself in him.” 
 
    “Good advice.” The problem was that I wasn’t clearly defined before I discovered my bond with Liam. My father had protected me to the point that I had few friends or interests outside the airport. 
 
    The door swung open and our first customer of the day came in with a rolling suitcase trailing at her heels. Colleen slipped away to her station. I smiled and said, “Mrs. Cameron, I see you have a 9 AM takeoff scheduled?” 
 
    The rest of the day was spent busy in work. Liam passed through late afternoon, checking in quickly. We played it cool with one another even though my body reacted wildly to his presence. “I’ll be back tomorrow,” he said, making sure both Colleen and I were aware. “Be careful.” 
 
     I watched his plane take off and head toward the portal. I could see it now, unlike before, and sure enough, the bluish-red swirls swallowed him whole, taking him from this world to another. A sharp worry twisted in my gut. Colleen caught my eye and gave me a sympathetic look. 
 
    “Any idea what that’s about?” 
 
    “No clue. I’m not privy to his schedule.” 
 
    By the time my shift was over I was determined to behave like a normal twenty-year-old girl again. One not hung up on a supernatural bond or squelched by her overprotective father. I stopped by Pop’s office on the way out the door. 
 
    “I’m going to the diner for some food. Want anything?” 
 
    “No, sweetheart. Colleen left me something. I’ll meet you at home.” He glanced over his glasses to confirm. 
 
    “I won’t stay out late,” I promised. “Dinner and then the gym.” He had relented a little on his rules since I’d found out my history—but not much. Instead we sort of had a don’t ask, don’t tell situation. It worked so far. 
 
    The diner was busy so I took a seat at the counter. The waitress, Gail, was one of the regulars. Gruff and a little hostile. I ordered quickly, making sure I didn’t ruffle her feathers. She seemed the type to spit in your food if you pushed too hard. 
 
     The daily paper sat on the counter and I flipped to the horoscope page. I hadn’t had time to read it that morning. 
 
    Your fantasies seem to be blown out of proportion right now. The Sun makes it even trickier to handle the erratic relationship dynamics that could catch you off guard. Nevertheless, you must maintain a healthy perspective on your dreams by behaving rationally in spite of your strong feelings. Instead of stressing about making any long-lasting decisions now, put them off for a day or two until you have regained clarity. In the meantime, throw your worries out the window and enjoy the spiritual ride. 
 
    “Oh horoscope, you never let me down,” I muttered and folded it into a tight square and accepted my plate from the waitress. 
 
    “What’s your sign?” asked a bright-eyed girl around my age sitting next to me. She had short blonde hair with purple streaks. A tattoo was visible just behind her ear. 
 
    “Pisces.” 
 
    “Oh, a water sign.” She jabbed her thumbs to her chest. “I’m a Cancer. What did it say?” 
 
    “Just the truth, that my love life is a hot mess and I’m a little bit of a hot mess and I need to keep my head on straight. Which is easier said than done.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. I feel like I’ve spent my entire life following around one bad guy after the other.” She slammed her fist on the table and I jumped. “But not anymore. I’m swearing them off. Forever.” 
 
    “Forever?” I said through a bite of hamburger. 
 
    “Well, this week at least.” 
 
    “Good idea. Me too. No more guys for a least a week.” I offered her a fry but she shook her head. Gail appeared with her notebook ready to take her order. 
 
    “I’ll take a piece of cherry pie.” 
 
    “We’re out of cherry.” 
 
    The girl frowned. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Gail rolled her eyes. Oh boy. She was not known for her patience. “Positive.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” The girl ran her finger down the menu but shook her head. She caught the waitress’s eye and said, “I’d appreciate it if you’d go look in the back. I really want cherry.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath, waiting for some sort of backlash but Gail spun on her heel and walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “One time I asked for extra cheese on my hamburger and it came with no cheese and a lecture about wasting her time.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Eh, we’ll see. Hopefully no one spits in it.” 
 
    Two minutes later Gail returned and slid a plate with a big slice of cherry pie and ice cream across the counter. The blonde picked up her fork and took a huge bite. “Oh yeah. That’s what I’m talking about. Now,” she said through a mouthful of pie. “What was this about you and swearing off guys?” 
 
     “Uh, yeah well, easier said than done. The guy in my life is a little persistent.” 
 
    “In a bad, stalkery kind of way?” 
 
    “No, not like that, not really. It’s just that a month ago I didn’t think he knew I existed and I was pretty determined to change that. I’ve definitely got his attention now and I have no idea what to do.” 
 
    “I have the opposite problem. The guy that I thought was into me definitely isn’t. In fact, that’s why I moved here. Just looking for a fresh start.” 
 
    I looked down at my dinner and tried to figure out how things got so complicated. Before Liam dropped the Sidhe bomb on me I was just a normal girl with a normal life. In fact, it was less than normal because of being so sheltered. I wanted something in the middle. Screw training and meeting Colleen. I was taking a night off. “Do you want to go do something? Like see a movie or something? I need to take my mind off some stuff.” 
 
    “That would be really great.” 
 
    “By the way,” I said, offering my hand. “I’m Nadya.” 
 
    She smiled. “Nice to meet you, Nadya. I’m Grace.” 
 
      
 
    Grace and I went to the dollar theater on Main Street. The seats creaked and it smelled a little bit like mildew, but the screen was huge and they played awesome retro movies for a dollar. There were only four other people in the theater, so no one cared when we said the lines to Goonies out loud. “My dad loved this movie; we watched it at least once a month,” I said on the way out of the theater. 
 
    “Too bad Josh Brolin turned out so 1ouche.” 
 
    “Right? Movie stars from the 80’s should always stay the same. No aging. No altered life. Everything needs to just remain perfect like the final scene of the movie.” 
 
    “Thanks for thinking up this idea,” Grace said as we stood beneath the theater awning. The rain from earlier had let up. “It’s been a while since I’ve done anything fun.” 
 
    “Me, too. Things have been super crazy for me lately.” She raised her eyebrows in question and I added. “You know, with the guy and stuff at home with my dad. Plus, I feel like I’ve been working non-stop.” 
 
    “Well, I think we should do it again. Soon.” Grace pulled a pen out of her bag and took my hand. On the inside of my arm she wrote her phone number in loopy black ink. “That way you won’t stash it in your pocket and lose it in the wash.” 
 
    I laughed, thinking Grace was just the thing I needed in my life. Nice. Normal and absolutely harmless. Maybe I could even introduce her to my father. We separated at the curb and I waved one final time before her blonde hair disappeared into the night. Yes, it was nice to have a friend. 
 
    The drive home only took a few minutes and I parked behind my father’s beat up truck. The house was dark, and I was surprised to see he’d gone to bed already. I don’t think he’d ever gone to bed before me, especially if I’d been out. My suspicion grew when a tingle spread down my arms as I entered the kitchen, met with the smell of cut wood and paint from the repaired window. Was it the memory of the fight with the Otherworld soldier or the idea of Liam that made my skin itch? 
 
    The top step of the stair creaked underfoot and I paused, hoping I hadn’t woken Pop. He snorted and mumbled under his breath but never fully roused. Maybe there was nothing out of the ordinary and he’d finally begun to trust me. I slipped into my room and my body surged with heat. I didn’t need to turn on the light to understand. 
 
    “What are you doing here? You weren’t supposed to be back until tomorrow.” 
 
    “I got back early. It was just a standard transport. There and back.” He said from the dark. “You missed your training.” 
 
    “I decided to go out with a friend.” My eyes adjusted quickly to the dark. Enhanced eyesight may be one of the benefits of my evolving Sidhe powers. I took off my jacket and shoes. 
 
    His green eyes watched me closely. “I was worried when I couldn’t find you.” 
 
    “What? You haven’t put the fairy equivalent of a GPS on me yet?” I glanced over at the cross over my bed. Guess it didn’t protect me from the likes of Liam. 
 
    “Should I?” 
 
    “Liam you’re being creepy.” 
 
    “You’re being foolish. It isn’t safe for you to go missing for hours on end. Something could happen and I wouldn’t be there to help you.” 
 
    I lifted my fists and punched the air like a boxer. “Isn’t that why you’re training me? So I’m ready for a fight?” 
 
    He ran a palm down his face and I noticed for the first time how defeated he looked. “There are some fights you do not have the skills to win, Nadya. You have to be careful at all times.” 
 
    “Going to a movie isn’t dangerous. Stop being paranoid.” I gave him a stern look and he held it until the waves of anger shifted to something different something that ebbed through my skin and settled into my bones. Fear. “Who or what are you afraid of Liam?” 
 
    He closed the space between us and reached for my face. Caressing my cheeks with his thumbs he said, “You’re so special. I wish you understood that.” 
 
    The closer I was to him, the stronger my feelings became. To his credit, he waited for me to do it—to kiss him. He didn’t force me or even make the first move. His touch was gentle and when I pressed my lips to his, my fingers tucked into his waistband, pulling him close. 
 
    Heat flashed between us, bathing us in the familiar blue light. When we healed one another, all the energy went to repairing our bodies. When we fed, like this, simple and physical, it was like attaching myself to a human sized battery. The power surge was beyond intoxicating, and in that moment I knew Liam told the truth: that I was special, and so was he. 
 
    My fingers sought his skin, pushing up the hem of his shirt. His breath caught at contact but his reaction was to bring me closer, kiss me harder. I bit down on his lip, tearing the skin. Liam pulled away, eyes flashing and half feral. He licked the wound. 
 
    “I’m sorry—“ I stammered. Heat rose to my cheeks, humiliated by my reaction. 
 
    “Don’t be,” he replied. With impossible speed he grabbed my hands and spun us to the bed. The springs creaked when he landed on his back, and again when I fell on top of him. 
 
    In a haze of blue, I healed him, gently repairing the skin. But the action was mixed with lust and want. My body ached with a type of need I’d never experienced before. I pushed at his shirt, revealing his taut stomach, and it was only a matter of seconds before my own blouse landed on the floor with a soft drop. 
 
    Liam’s hands gently explored my exposed skin. Goosebumps rose down my arms and I pressed against him—seeking heat. “It’s rare for me to see you like this,” he said, thumbs brushing past my navel. I squirmed, fighting off a shiver, but his hands clamped down on my hips and held me in place. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Whole. Strong. Normally I only get to see you in a weakened state. I like this just as much.” 
 
    I bent over to kiss him, halfway to shut him up. His words scared me. The weird feeling in my chest scared me more. The blue light faded and I pulled away. Liam’s cheeks had a reddish tint and his eyes shone bright. I ran a hand over his chest, brushing over the weird symbols and etched runes. A flutter of power soared through my body. I needed to find out what those runes meant. 
 
    “Something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “God, this is exactly why I need balance in my life and privacy. There’s all this blue energy and pain and sex and lust and I don’t know, Liam,” I rambled. “I don’t understand any of it. We have to come up with something that works for both of us.” 
 
    He replied with a lifted eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    “Was that unsatisfactory in some way?” He stared at my chest and I looked down. I was in nothing but my bra, and my skin was flushed. I was obviously aroused. He continued, “Because I feel like that was working for you.” 
 
    To prove a point (maybe more to myself than him) I lifted myself off his body and the bed. I turned to my dresser and tugged on a shirt. In the mirror I saw how much of a hot mess I was: disheveled hair, necklace and charm twisted at around my neck. I straightened myself, refusing to look at him. I touched the cover of one of the books from Liam’s library—Sidhe history books—and felt his eyes on my back. “That’s the problem. I have no control around you, and you know it.” 
 
    “I’m willing to cooperate as long as you’re honest with me.” 
 
    “No stalking.” 
 
    “No lying.” 
 
    “No showing up uninvited in my bedroom—things are a little too confusing for that right now.” 
 
    Through my dresser mirror I watched him get off my bed and tidy himself. “Fair enough. I won’t intrude in your private life, but you have to make your training sessions or at least notify me or Colleen if you can’t make it. I need you to take my concerns seriously.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “I’ll respect your home—no more unannounced visits,” he said, halfway into the hallway. “But please understand that if you show up at my home, in my bedroom, all bets are off.” 
 
    He left with a confident smirk on his face. I sat on the edge of my dresser, knocking one of the books to the floor, and swallowed. He and I both already knew who would win this power struggle—I just needed a little more time before it happened. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Liam 
 
    I left under a guise of cool confidence. In reality I was barely holding it together. She shook me to the core, bringing out an animalistic urge I fought valiantly to suppress. Between the surging adrenaline and the pure lustful desire I had for Nadya there was no reason to go home to rest. I turned toward Barnes Street to check on the vandalized houses, using the time to calm myself. 
 
    The drive didn’t take long. I parked the car near a small corner store and got out. Teenage boys stood around the outside of the shop, eating chips and drinking soda. I nodded my head in their direction. 
 
    “Nice car,” one of them said. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “How much you want for it?” 
 
    I ran my hand down the long lines of the car’s body. “Sorry, she’s not for sale.” 
 
    “Aw, man. You sure?” 
 
    I’d had this car since it was new and rolled out of the factory. It was my baby. No way I’d ever let her go. I shook my head at the kids and gave the one with the questions a hard look, daring him to touch my car. He blinked and that was enough to confirm he understood. 
 
    The houses on Barnes Street were small bungalows dating back to the 1920s. Many appeared empty, no light spilling through the leaded glass windows. A few had ramshackle cars in the driveways. I stopped in front of one of the houses with shattered windows and assessed the scene. Three houses in a row had their windows blown out, the one in the middle showing the most damage. Scorch marks ran up the exterior walls, but there was no other sign of fire damage. I inhaled. Beneath the stench of poverty, a scent made up of oil, grime and rotting, deteriorating wood, I searched for an accelerant. Instead, I caught a hint of something sweeter. A fruit tree, maybe? I looked around but came up empty. 
 
    A shimmer or movement on the porch of the middle house caught my eye. I kicked the gate back and heard my phone buzz from my pocket. 
 
    “Hello?” I stepped back onto the street. 
 
    “Liam, it’s Brayden. Can you come to the airport? Daniel has something to show you.” 
 
    “Be there in ten minutes.” 
 
    Back at the car I asked the kids, “You notice anything weird down there? The houses with the broken glass?” 
 
    “Nah,” the one from earlier replied. “Mostly just junkies in and out of there. Some old ladies.” 
 
    “Did you see what happened to the windows?” 
 
    A different kid with a dark blue hoodie steps out of the shadow. “I did. It was messed up. Everything was all quiet and then, well, it’s like the glass just slid off the windows.” 
 
    “Slid off?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, like, normally when a window breaks it makes a loud cracking sound? This was different. It was like music. Tinkling and stuff, it all just slid down in neat little piles.” 
 
    Fae or not, it was definitely weird. I shook the kids hand and gave him twenty bucks for the information and not messing with my car. Then I headed back to the airport. 
 
    Brayden let me in the back door, even though he gave me a wary glance. Ignoring him, I continued on, seeking Daniel in his office. “Tell me you’ve found something,” I said, sitting in one of the desk chairs. 
 
    “Actually, I have.” He turned the computer monitor so I could see the screen. The image was similar to a radar, swirls of red and orange. I noticed several distinct spots of purple. “I had to go back and do a reverse spell on the wards—to see if there was something we missed. I did find a small wisp of disturbance in the portal last week.” He pointed to the purple. 
 
    “The day Fiona showed up?” 
 
    “Possibly. It’s almost like finding a fading footprint. The outline is there and I can’t tell exactly when it happened, but I did find more than one footprint.” 
 
    I looked at my two men and fought back the tide of anger. “You’re saying we’ve allowed more than one unapproved Sidhe through the portal? Now? When things are particularly dangerous?” 
 
    “It would appear so,” Daniel said. “Although to be clear, the break seems to be coming from the Otherworld, not over here.” 
 
    “Unacceptable.” 
 
    “I know you’ve tried to remain closer to home, like your short trip today, but you’re probably going to have to go over there and assess the situation.” 
 
    “So we possibly have unauthorized Sidhe loose over here and the Queen herself showing up unannounced, and you want me to leave Nadya to go to the Otherworld? I don’t think so.” 
 
    Brayden cleared his throat and tried, unsuccessfully, to banish the fear from his eyes. He said, “If I may be bold, it is your duty to protect the portal first. Nadya is not your primary concern.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to set him straight but Daniel cut in. “He’s right. Colleen will guard Nadya. You take care of the portal.” 
 
    As much as I hated to admit it, they were correct. The portal was my assignment—Nadya a self-chosen duty. She wasn’t safe as long as it had been compromised. “I’ll leave in the morning. Let me go home and pack. I’ll leave instructions for Colleen.” 
 
    The airport was bustling at 8 AM. The wait behind other pilots gave me the opportunity to observe Nadya at work. Even after her late night, she looked bright eyed and red cheeked—a benefit from our brief feeding. I wondered if we took things further if she would become impossible to look at. Like an angel in her true form. 
 
    I stepped forward and her eyes swept over me, pausing on my travel bag. I’d like to kiss her one last time before I left. I wondered if she would be agreeable. We didn’t go over goodbye kisses last night. 
 
    She frowned at the schedule. “I don’t have you on the departure list.” 
 
    “Last minute trip.” 
 
    She handed over the flight materials. My shirt sleeved pulled up, just enough to reveal the new rune etched on my wrist. I tugged it down, but not before Nadya noticed. To her credit she didn’t say anything about it. Instead she asked, “How long do you plan to be away?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I need to handle a security situation.” 
 
    Her frown intensified. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing I can’t handle. Colleen and the others will be here if you need them.” She nodded but the worry line between her eyes remained tight. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Of course. I just have to do a little extra work to fit you in last minute.” 
 
    She busied herself on the computer, the clicks and clacks of the keyboard sounding a bit tense. I glanced down at the counter and saw her beloved horoscope open on the top page of the paper. “May I?” 
 
    “You want to read your horoscope?” 
 
    “Why not? You seem enthralled by this particular habit.” I held up the paper and read, ‘Avoid coercive tactics since they add power to what’s not being said. Shedding light on your emotions minimizes unnecessary confusion later on. Engaging in an honest dialogue is the first step to being your authentic self.’ 
 
     Rubbish,” I declared. “What am I supposed to get from that?” 
 
    “I suppose you need an open mind to understand horoscopes, or even yourself.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to imply something?” If I read her tone right, any hope for a goodbye kiss was quickly evaporating. 
 
    Nadya handed over my flight papers and gave me a bold smile. “Have a nice flight, Mr. Caldwell.” 
 
    I gathered my paperwork but hesitated before walking away. “Can I speak to you for a moment? Privately?” 
 
    She gave me a short nod and turned toward her father’s unoccupied office. “Is there something wrong?” 
 
    “No—not really. This trip may take a bit longer than I’d like. Please go to Colleen or Brayden if you have any concerns.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I left you something at your home.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Did you break in? I thought we talked—“ 
 
    “No. I didn’t break in. I gave it to your father this morning. You’d already left.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    I smiled. “Something I think you’ll like. Something from your history.” 
 
    The hard lines on her face softened. “Oh, well, thank you.” Her hand reached out to mine. Energy flared between us. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I will.” I lifted her hand and pressed my lips to the soft skin in the middle of her palm. “You too.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed slightly and again her mood shifted. Back and forth with this girl, I couldn’t keep track. We exited the office and I walked out the door toward my plane. The runway was loud this time of day, with so many planes coming in and out. The weather was perfect. I glanced toward the portal and everything looked clear. 
 
    “Is the plane ready?” I asked Brayden, opening the fiberglass door and placing my bag inside. 
 
    “You should be all set for passage to and from Otherworld. We’ll keep an eye on Nadya.” 
 
    “She’s smarter than she appears. Don’t let her manipulate Colleen.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Brayden dared to look as though he was humoring me. Dear Gods, the girl’s allure had me out of sorts. No wonder the guards wanted me out of the way. Perhaps I did need to go home, get a little distance. Maybe space would make Nadya understand the importance of our bond. 
 
    “I’ll send word when I plan to return. I’m counting on you to keep things tight, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Liam.” 
 
    He slammed the door and I cranked the engine to life. Taxiing down the runway I kept my eyes on the portal in the sky. Next stop, Otherworld. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Nadya 
 
    The punching bag swayed gently, back and forth, probably more from my heaving breathing than from any actual impact. Colleen’s phone rang, pushing past the insufferable sound of my panting and the pounding of my heart in my ears. 
 
    “Hello,” she said, walking toward the back door. The rest was muffled but I didn’t care. My only concern was getting through the final thirty minutes of my workout before going home to soak in an ice bath. 
 
    “That was Daniel. I’ve got to run by the airport for a minute.” 
 
    I paused. Liam made it sound like I would be on house arrest until he returned. If Colleen was leaving me alone, something big must be happening. “Is something wrong? Liam?” 
 
    “No, just some basic guard duty, nothing to do with Liam.” She grabbed her coat and gloves. “Finish and lock up. After that go straight to my apartment. I’ll take you home later.” 
 
    I forced my suspicions down. Liam was hiding something, I was sure of it. When he kissed my hand nothing happened. No visions. No memories. The normal surge of energy was there but something felt off. The taunting, ancient history that bubbled to the surface with little prompting. But not today. 
 
    Whatever. I cranked up the music, getting back in the groove. The bag swung a little harder and my triceps screamed with each punch. “Take that, you claw-faced bastard,” I shouted, pretending the bag was the soldier that attacked me last month. I slammed into the bag with a hard hit. Too hard. “Ow! Dammit!” 
 
    I complained a lot and made a big deal about the training, but I was starting to like it. I felt the change in my muscles and an increase in speed. In fact, it was possible I liked it a little too much. My wrist burned from that last hit and I adjusted the wrapping tighter. Taking a swig of water, I dove back in for another five minute round of kicks. I’d fallen completely in the zone when the music quieted and I heard, “So this is where you hide out. No wonder you never called.” 
 
    I spun and saw Grace in the doorway. “Hey! How’d you get in?” I ask. “The door was locked.” 
 
    “No.” She shrugged. “It wasn’t.” 
 
    “Weird.” I reached for a towel and wipe my face. Sweat poured down my face and neck. Colleen must have really been in a hurry not to lock the door behind her. “How did you find me here?” 
 
    “I was just walking by and saw you whaling on that bag. You do this a lot?” 
 
    “Yeah. More than I’d like.” 
 
    “Yeah?” She frowned. 
 
    “I’m just doing some extra training. Working on my speed and stuff.” 
 
    “The only thing I work on is lying around and cake.” She rubbed her flat belly as though it were big and round. It wasn’t. 
 
    “Whatever, you’re gorgeous.” 
 
    “Yeah right, guys in this town are totally into girls with purple hair,” she said, but attractive people know how they look. There was no denying Grace was a beautiful girl. Purple hair or not. “You want to grab a bite or something?” 
 
    I looked at my watch. Colleen shouldn’t be back for another hour or so. “Yeah, let me clean up and we’ll go.” 
 
    An hour later we were at a booth at the diner. I had a hamburger and fries in front of me, but all I wanted was the meat. My craving for protein had intensified over the last couple of weeks. The workouts had increased my appetite, but there was something else—a deeper hunger beneath my desire for food. I had a feeling I knew what, or who, it was for. 
 
    “So what have you been up to lately?” Grace asked. She had a thick piece of cherry pie on her plate. 
 
    “Nothing much,” I said. “Working out. Work. Sleep. The usual. You?” 
 
    “Just trying to get used to being in a new place. I found a job at the coffee shop on Third Avenue.” 
 
    “That’s great! I’ll come by and see you sometime.” 
 
    “I’ve got the early shift.” She checked her watch. “In fact it starts in about 6 hours.” 
 
    “Ugh, that sucks. I work a lot of mornings, too. I feel your pain.” 
 
    “Speaking of pain, how’s the wrist?” 
 
    She must have noticed how I wrapped the tender part of my arm before leaving the gym. “Just sore. It’s no big deal.” 
 
    “You need to be careful.” 
 
    “I am. A little aspirin will make it all better.” 
 
    “How about that boyfriend of yours? Maybe he’s a doctor?” Grace gave me a sly grin. “Or at least he plays one in the bedroom?” 
 
    My cheeks heated. I tried my best not to think about Liam in the bedroom. His or mine. “Yeah, he’d like to try—but no. This will be fine on its own. No doctors needed. He’s out of town anyway.” 
 
    “Oh well, then maybe we can hang tomorrow? There’s a shitty bar on Main Street I’ve been wanting to check out.” 
 
    I had never been in a bar. Or had a friend to go to one with. I smiled. “I get off work at six.” 
 
    “Meet me at my place first—we’ll get glammed up.” 
 
    “For a shitty bar?” 
 
    Gail, the same waitress we had the last time, approached the table with a coffee pot. As she refilled our cups, I noticed the red-stoned ring on her finger and said, “That’s a beautiful ring.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Let me see,” Grace demanded. I waited for Gail’s reaction—some sort of retort to the rude way she’d been spoken to, but it never came. The waitress gave her a brief, hard look but offered her hand anyway. Grace fingered the silver ring and said, “That is pretty. It would look really nice on you, Nadya.” 
 
    “What?” I frowned. 
 
    “Don’t you think that ring would look amazing on Nadya?” she asked Gail. I watched, mesmerized as the waitress put down the coffee pot and slipped the ring off her finger. 
 
    “She’s right. It would look great on you.” 
 
    “What?” I asked again. “No. I don’t want your ring.” 
 
    “Take it. I don’t even like it.” 
 
    “See? She doesn’t like it. Nadya, you should take it.” 
 
    Gail placed the ring on the table and the red stone glinted in the hazy diner lights. I found myself distracted by the noises of the diner. The way plates clinked together and muffled voices reverberated around the room. With a final shrug she left with the half-filled coffee pot and disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    “Uh, what the hell was that?” I stared at the ring on the table. “Why did she do that?” 
 
     Grace slid it across the flat surface with a finger until it was right next to my plate, her hazel eyes boring into mine. Her voice sounded far away. “Take it.” 
 
    Ridiculous, I thought. I would give it back. But I watched myself, as though separated from my body, pick up the ring and slide it down my pointer finger. It fit perfectly. 
 
    “So tomorrow night?” she prompted. 
 
    The fog lifted and my eyes snapped up, meeting Grace’s. She smiled eagerly, waiting to hear my reply. I grinned in return and said, “Your house. 7:00.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Liam 
 
    “Unannounced visit?” Colin asked, as I arrived at the outskirts of Fiona’s kingdom. He was a Guard, too. We’d even trained together. He’d worked his way up through the royal ranks to serve as head Guard. I was bound to my own path. Just as in our life directions, Colin and I looked as different as night and day. His uniform reflected common Otherworld garb. Made primarily of leather and other animal skins, it served functionally enough. A metal helmet covered his head and a long bronze sword hung from his belt. Guns and other human weapons were forbidden in Otherworld. 
 
    “I doubt this is a surprise,” I said, allowing myself to be checked for weapons. I handed over my daggers and knife. “She’ll see me.” 
 
    Fiona and I have a long history, and she’s never refused my entry. Sure enough, as we entered Solar’s palace, a grand structure made of dark stones bound together with massive amounts of gold and bronze, no one stopped my passage. That visit the other day was just the beginning of a conversation between Fiona and me. I hoped to finish it today. 
 
    I followed the guards down the long hallway toward Fiona’s chambers. We passed the throne room, empty of any of her followers. No chance she’d see me in a public court. I doubted they were aware of all the recent developments. Nadya’s awakening had the potential to change everything for Otherworld. Hence Fiona’s increasing fear. 
 
    We approached the doors of her chamber, large and heavy with rare metals. An escort walked me through the doorway and to the small sitting area adjacent to Fiona’s rooms. I passed double doors, swung open wide to reveal a muscular man asleep in the sheets. 
 
    She lounged on a chaise while a servant ran a wide-toothed, onyx comb through her golden hair. The scene was a picture of opulence. Sheer entitlement, but unlike the human world the Sidhe didn’t evolve very much. Without modern invention the kingdoms were able to keep things at a slow pace. It suited their needs and people were generally happy and fearful of change. None of them understood my ability to move with ease from one world to the other. It didn’t matter how I felt about it. It was my job. 
 
    I stood in front of a velvet covered chair, but she beckoned me to the chaise. I did as she asked—it was her kingdom after all—and waited as the servant placed a sparkling platinum crown on her head. Fiona waved her off and we were alone. 
 
    “Liam,” she said, spreading the folds of her purple gown. The neckline plunged, revealing her voluptuous figure. As the queen of riches from the earth, she existed in a realm of gluttony. Food and wine flourished. Parties and feasts were a common occurrence. She traded in the precious metals other kingdoms needed to make weapons and charms. “How lovely of you to travel to see me, although I can’t say that I’m surprised. I figured you’d find your way here after our last visit.” 
 
    “Thank you for allowing me entry.” 
 
    “You are welcome to come home any time you choose. You know that.” 
 
    The pleasantries were ridiculous. Neither of us were fond of one another, not especially. Fondness wasn’t required though for all relationships. Other aspects came into play. Aspects that were not only common in the Sidhe world but encouraged. As if she read my mind, Fiona ran her sliver flecked fingernails over her collar bone and down the gold edging of her neckline. I set my eyes on her face and not to the creamy skin of her neck and chest. “It’s my turn to ask, why are you here, Liam?” She craned her neck and peered behind me. “Did you bring me a present?” 
 
    “If you’re suggesting I brought Nadya to your doorstep, then you do not know me as well as you think you do.” 
 
    “Of course you wouldn’t. Your loyalty is your finest virtue. Which is why I know that despite our differences you’ll always be steadfast to me and my kingdom.” 
 
    I nodded, unable to argue. I would always be faithful to the kingdom and the Queen of this part of Otherworld. That was what made Fiona so nervous. “I need to know who and how fae are transporting between worlds without approval. There is a defect in the system and I fear I cannot protect either world fully until the portal is secure.” 
 
    “Eleanor pushed her soldiers through without warning or permission, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, but an assault is an entirely different situation. That was a complete breach of our system. We’ve repaired the damage and established new wards. These recent crossings were made by individuals.” 
 
    “Eleanor rules under darkness, Liam. Think outside of your strict Guardian mindset. There are many dark fae that are willing to break rules, especially if the groundwork was already laid.” 
 
    Fiona couldn’t come out and tell me what I needed to know. Where was the fun in that? But I considered the information. The invasion may have been about more than taking over the portal. It may have been a bold attempt to poke holes in our system. Eleanor knew she couldn’t beat the Guard in a battle but she could establish chinks in our armor. 
 
    Lost in thought, I didn’t realize Fiona had moved closer until her hand moved to my thigh and I froze. “I’ve missed you. You’re spending too much time there and not enough in the kingdom.” 
 
    “I’m only doing my job, Your Highness.” 
 
    She leaned back but left her hand on top of my leg. Her fingers stroked the fabric of my pants. “Once upon a time, you considered my pleasure part of your duty and made your visits a priority.” 
 
    “That was many years ago, Fiona, and you’re the one that sent me to my post.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault you’re the best choice to guard the portal.” 
 
    “And Nadya.” 
 
    “Yes, and Nadya.” I said her name with intent, but it didn’t keep Fiona from tracing a finger down the back of my neck. I struggled to keep my eyes level with hers. The minute I entered her quarters I gave up any semblance of an upper hand. With her so close I could easily smell the waft of familiar sweetness that tempted my senses. I took a deep breath. Facing Fiona alone was a struggle for any male. If you’d tasted her, even once, she was hard to resist. Manipulation came in many flavors. Fiona excelled in them all. “Tell me, how powerful will she be?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    She applied pressure with her nails, slicing into the skin beneath my collar. “Give me a guess. Just for fun.” 
 
    “Very powerful—her gifts will rival your own.” 
 
    I expected a violent reaction. All Fiona did was lean over and moved to brush her lips against mine. Sweet heat rose between us—compelling, but I turned my head and her lips landed on my cheek. In the past I would have fallen for such tricks. Now, with Nadya’s power mingling with my own, the Queen’s manipulation didn’t go further than the surface. She pulled back and frowned. “You have until Beltane to bring her to me.” 
 
    “That’s two weeks away.” 
 
    “Bring her to me or I will go get her myself,” she said with authority. I knew there would be no further negotiations. 
 
    I stood and said, “Thank you for your insights on the portal. I will look into the matter of darkfFae immediately.” 
 
    Fiona beckoned me and I leaned close. She wrapped her hands around the front of my shirt. “Protect her at all costs,” she said. “Close the gaps in the portal. Take whatever you need. I will not lose her to Eleanor.” 
 
    “Nadya will be safe,” I replied, resisting the urge to strike her down. Fiona was strong but with the bond flowing in my veins it was possible I was stronger. She didn’t need to know that. The timing wasn’t right. Not yet. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Nadya 
 
    The house was small and dark. Halfway covered in vines. The bottom step to the porch sagged and the screen door had a rip down the middle. Not keeping many flies out that way. Grace waited just inside the foyer with a giddy smile. Warm yellow light spilled out behind her. 
 
    “You made it!” 
 
    “You know, I’ve passed this place a thousand times and never noticed it before. Uh, wow.” 
 
    I had stepped through the threshold and stopped short. Everything about the house was perfect. Everything. From the furnishings to the decorations. Even the way it smelled. I felt like I’d stepped into an issue of Martha Stewart Living. Vintage wallpaper hung on the walls and beautiful, shiny, hardwoods lined the floor. I glanced back, out into the overgrown yard. 
 
    “The yard is a mess, right?” 
 
    “Uh yeah, but this?” I spread my arms wide. “This is beautiful. Did you decorate it yourself?” 
 
    “I added some touches but I really lucked out. The former owner was some sort of decorating genius.” 
 
    “For real.” 
 
    She shut the door. “Come on. Let’s get ready. I can’t wait to hit the town.” 
 
    The word town felt like an overstatement for how small Waukegan seemed at times. Maybe it was just how small my world had always been—although I could no longer claim that. Sure, things still appeared small here, but according to Liam and the other Guards there was an entire other universe on the other side of the portal. 
 
    “Oh, I just got the best lotion.” She thrusts a bottle into my hands. The lotion shimmered and smelled almost edible. I spread a little over my arms. Grace took the bottle back and poured out a generous handful. “More than that girl, don’t be shy.” 
 
    I felt her hands on my back, slathering the lotion down the skin exposed by my black dress. I’d pulled my hair up, in a bundle perched like a horse’s tail, long tendrils down by my ears. “Just so you know,” I told her. “I’m not very popular among the men of this town.” 
 
    She gave me skeptical look. “You’ve got the one guy, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but before him, nothing. They think I’m a freak.” 
 
    “Whatever. They’re probably intimidated.” 
 
    I laughed. “Intimidated. Good one.” 
 
    She stood before me and looked me up and down. I wore no jewelry other than the necklace from my mother and the ring on my finger. The dress was tight but not slutty, I don’t do slutty, but it showed enough to count as “glammed up.” 
 
    “You need better shoes.” 
 
    I glanced down at my comfortable shoes. “I don’t like my feet to hurt.” 
 
    Grace turned and stepped into her closet. I heard the sounds of her rummaging through what sounded like a mountain of clothing, and she reappeared holding up a pair of wicked boots with spiked heels and a long zipper that landed in the inseam of my thigh. 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “They’re the most comfortable shoes ever. I promise. Try them and see.” 
 
    To prove her wrong I tried them. The leather was soft and supple, the sole cushy like a pillow. I stood, like an amazon, five inches higher and said, “Okay, where did you get these? Because normal shoes do not feel like this.” 
 
    “I keep telling you to trust me. When are you going to believe me?” 
 
    My face heated from the pleasant rebuke. There was truth in her words. I don’t trust anyone, which could be why I was twenty years old and had no friends. I took a bold, balanced step forward and declared, “Starting now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grace led me through the crowd of people, pushing to the middle of the dance floor. I followed her blonde hair that blazed like a torch. 
 
    “I don’t dance,” I shouted over the thumping music. How had she even found this place? Again, when we arrived at the basement level club, entering past a bouncer, I felt like she knew my city better than I did. 
 
    “Of course you do.” She twirled around and my feet, despite a million reservations, moved to the beat. Grace clapped and laughed. “See?” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” I said, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. Her every movement, every look, was filled with fun and energy. She was everything I’d never been. Everything, I considered, that with my new life, I could definitely become. 
 
    “Nadya,” she called, coming closer, so close we were almost touching. So close that hunger I’d been repressing roared in my belly. She smelled delicious, like the strawberry gloss I watched her coat across her lips. She’d given me my own blend, honey, she said. I ran my tongue over my lips to recall the flavor. 
 
     I wondered if I tasted her, would that energy rush through my veins like it did with Liam. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Let’s set this place on fire.” 
 
    I had no idea what that meant but the words sounded like music rolling off her tongue. Her fingers ran down my bare arms and the skin ignited with heat. She placed my hands on her shoulders and said, “Feel me.” 
 
    I did what she did, running my hands down her arms, feeling the slick coating of lotion that sparked. An image flashed in my brain, Grace kneeling before a gorgeous black-haired woman. Long, red, aggravated welts traveled the length of Grace’s back. 
 
    “Holy crap,” I muttered, trying to focus. It was futile as in front of me Grace’s skin began to glow, warm and soft. She looked like glitter that had come alive. “You’re shimmering.” 
 
    “You too, sweetie.” 
 
    I spun around and trails of light followed me. I too was aglow. A quick look at the crowd told me they could see it, too. They wanted to touch it. Touch me. 
 
    I wanted to touch them. 
 
    Feed. 
 
    “Take whoever you want,” Grace whispered. She danced in a loop, across the floor from where I stood, but her voice tickled my ear. I looked into the crowd and spotted him. Dark spiky hair. Shadowy eyes. Hot. Very, very hot. He knows it, which makes his essence even more delectable. “He’s perfect.” 
 
    I lifted my finger and beckoned him to me. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Liam 
 
    The scene in front of me could only be called a massacre. Or at the very least a rave gone terribly, terribly wrong (or would it be right?). I made my way over the discarded bodies, each in a glassy-eyed stupor. Even in their current immobilized state they should be happy enough. 
 
    “Fan out,” I called. 
 
    “Someone had a good time.” Daniel said, picked his way through the carnage. 
 
    Brayden checked the vital signs of each human. “Everyone is alive—just drained.” 
 
    “What kind of Sidhe goes on a feeding frenzy like this?” Daniel asked. “It looks like the spring feast of 1487. But that was the result of an entire village.” He ran his finger across a man’s neck and held it up. Glitter reflected off the tip. “I get the feeling this was maybe one or two Sidhe; this substance is on every person.” 
 
    Upon my return Daniel had tracked an unusual blip of magic to this section of the city. We combed the streets until Brayden suggested we look in the basement level club. Bingo. 
 
    “I agree.” I stepped over two women huddled together, both with blissed out smiles on their faces. One blinked and I lifted her chin, tilting it toward me. I grinned pleasantly. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi,” she slurred, eyes attempting to focus. “You’re pretty.” 
 
    “Thank you. Do you remember who did this?” 
 
    “It’s a little blurry.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is.” I stroked her cheek and her eyes perked up a little. “Men or women?” 
 
    “Women, so pretty. Like you.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “They tasted so good.” She licked her lips. “Like strawberries and honey.” 
 
    Her eyes lolled to the side and she fell asleep. I stood and met Daniel and Brayden in the middle of the dance floor. “They’ll have a hell of a hangover tomorrow.” 
 
    “Who—these people or the Sidhe?” 
 
    “Both,” I said, grinding my jaw. The scene before us was not how we operated. Not how we fed and lived among the humans. It was risky and dangerous. A betrayal to our kind. “But for the Sidhe it will feel like nothing compared to the justice I will serve.” 
 
    “Should I contact Colleen?” Bradyen asked. 
 
    I nodded. Nerves twisted in my stomach—a type of worry I’d never experienced before. “Update her and make sure Nadya is safe. We’ve got a rogue fae running around here. I can’t assume there isn’t a connection.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Nadya 
 
     “Nadya, run!” Grace called through the hazy light and I raced toward it. The spiked heel of my boot caught on something and I looked down. I squinted, trying to figure out what it was. A leg? A foot? Who did they belong to? Her voice, urgent, cut through my confusion. “Come on!” 
 
    “Slow down. I may puke.” I couldn’t remember how many drinks we had, but it was obviously more than enough. My head spun and my vision was blurry. Grace led me down the back hall, past the bathrooms and out an exit that pushed us into an alley. 
 
    “You won’t puke, but we’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    “Why the rush? That was amazing, well, from what I remember. It’s all a little confusing.” 
 
    “The bar is closed,” she said, tugging at my hand. The golden light that had followed her all night dimmed until it was barely a faint glimmer. “But you’re right, that was amazing. Best night of my life.” 
 
     Three blocks away we rest against a brick wall. “I’ve never felt so good,” I told her. The nausea passed now that we were in the dark, away from the loud thumping music. Euphoria pulsed through my veins. I’d never used drugs or had sex before, but something told me that the feeling of exhilaration coursing through me was similar. And just as addictive. Already I wanted more. 
 
    “Never?” 
 
    “Well, maybe once or twice before. With Liam. He makes me feel the best.” 
 
    “Liam’s the guy?” 
 
    “Yes, he can do that to me and more. When we’re together it’s like we become one person. Together anything is possible. Oh crap. Did I kiss someone in there?” I’d never been close to anyone else. Did this feeding thing work on other people? On humans? 
 
    She shook her head making the glitter sparkle on her cheeks. “I wish I could tell you what all happened back there but I can’t. I got a little caught up myself.” Her words buzzed in my brain, tickling that part of me that discerned reality. I reached for it, waited for the blast of truth, but nothing came. The strange part was that I was there too—and I should know, but I couldn’t remember either. 
 
     “Answer one thing, why the hell are you out with me if you could be at home fucking a guy that made you feel like that that all the time?” she asked. 
 
    “Fu—oh no. We’re not doing that. Not yet, at least.” 
 
    “So you’re getting all that “connection” stuff from what? Kissing?” 
 
    “Yeah, kissing and other stuff.” The foggy mist hovering over my brain lifted a little and I realized I’d probably said too much. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Complicated? It sounds awesome. If it’s that intense from kissing, I can’t imagine what would happen if you take it further. You need to be careful.” 
 
     “It’s not a big deal. I have no plans on getting that involved with him,” I declared with absolute certainty. Of course, Liam clearly had other ambitions. There was little chance I would get away so easily, or when the time came, that I would want to. 
 
    “Be careful,” she said, again. “I’ve given everything to a man before and watched others do the same. You have to protect yourself.” 
 
    “Thanks, Grace.” I stepped through a puddle on the street and pulled her into a tight hug. “You’re a really good friend.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Someone was following me. I first noticed them after Grace and I separated close to her house. I wanted—no needed—some fresh air to clear my mind. The street was quiet, my house three blocks away. A shadow lurked in the background, ducking behind cars, hiding just out of the reach of light. 
 
    My first inclination was to run, but a calm voice whispered in my ear. “Assess the situation. Figure out a plan. Make your first move—even if it isn’t an actual move.” Colleen had said these words to me at each of our lessons. She’d drilled them into me, like a mantra, and I’d expected another test. The timing made sense. Jealous bastard. He’d probably been following me all night. 
 
     There was no way he would get the best of me again. 
 
    Even on my best night there was no way I could beat him—not fully. I needed to get away. Get to safe ground. That would be my way of winning this round. 
 
    My house was two blocks away. If I got inside the wards would keep a real soldier out. All I had to do was get home before he caught me. 
 
    Tiny nerves on the back of my neck tingled with anticipation. I walked casually, as though I had no clue I was being tracked. From past experience I knew he’d try to catch me in a weak position. Might as well get this show on the road. I bent down to adjust my shoe. 
 
    “Tick tock,” I muttered under my breath when he took too long. Oh well, I had another shoe. Switching over and tugging at the fine leather, I bided my time. I’d about given up, thinking I had made up the entire situation when a dark shadow crossed over the street. I stood and faced a hooded figure. “Took you long enough. I thought you’d given up.” 
 
     I heard a low rumble in his chest. The silver of his blade flashed in the streetlight. “Don’t cut me up this time, okay? That hurt like a mother,” I said, shifting to one side. I didn’t have a blade of my own. Maybe I should get one? I was confident in my increased speed and my ability pack a pretty hard punch. 
 
    Tired of waiting, he lunged at me and I moved away fast, jabbing him twice in the side. His claws scared me, exact replicas from the battle at the airport. I kicked him in the knee, hard enough that he stumbled, his razor sharp fingers scraping the ground. I took the time to inch backward. Closer to safe ground. He leaped from his spot, faster than I’d ever seen him, and tackled me. My head smacked hard against the pavement and both my arms were pinned to the ground. 
 
    “Dammit Liam, if you want to get me in your bed, buy me dinner and some freaking flowers first.” 
 
    That made him stop briefly, and in a swift move, he tugged the hood back. My attacker revealed a shaved head and dark, almost black eyes. A red line scarred his cheek and a dark tattoo covered his temple. With his sharp claw he drew a painful line across my throat. “You’ve got the wrong fighter, little girl.” 
 
     No, no, no…I shivered. Adrenaline kicked in and kneed him square between the legs. 
 
    “Gods,” he cried, but I used the diversion to shift and kicked him in the chest using the spike of my heel. I made a break for it—scrambling on the pavement, I ran. Fast and hard, down my street, past my neighbor’s houses. One more. One more house and up the stairs, through the door and I’d be safe behind the wards. 
 
    Pain flared up my legs from the stupid boots, but I kept going, ignoring the footsteps pounding on the street behind me. Legs pumping, I got to the curb, jumped over the sidewalk and made the final dash to the door. The soldier was behind me, so close I felt his breath on my neck, smelled the sweat coming off his body. I had to get inside but there was no way, with the door being locked. He was too close. I ran past the front door, arching past my father’s car, pushing though the back gate. A faint glow filtered through the back door window, and with heightened senses I reached for the wooden handle I knew from memory hung there and ducked behind the tool shed. 
 
    I only had seconds, but I used them to wait for the soldier, my back pressed against the scratchy siding. “You can run…” he mocked. Why did he talk so much trash? Who am I to him? 
 
    That was what I planned to find out. 
 
    He stepped into view and I swung the heavy pitchfork across his stomach and again against the back of his head. He fell to the ground gasping for breath. But I was done with this bullshit. I shoved the long, hard, metal tines into his stomach, all the way through, and pinned him to the ground. He struggled, baring his teeth in a snarl. 
 
    “Shut up,” I said, standing above him. I positioned my tired, worn out foot on his crotch, heel strategically placed. “What do you want with me?” 
 
    “Kill me if you want, I’m not at liberty to discuss my mission.” 
 
    I leaned on the pole, twisting the tines. The soldier grimaced and fought back a cry. “I can do this all night,” I lied, feeling my body wearing down. How long ago was it that I was at the bar with Grace? What had actually happened there? “Who sent you here? What is this all about?” 
 
    He refused to speak and I bent over, pressing my hand to his chest. The vision rolled over me like a freight train. The same throne as before, ruffled dark robes and blue-black hair, dark as a raven. She sat behind a long table filled with the remains of a feast, servants hovered around the edges. I heard my name, spoken with a vengeful whisper. “Nadya,” she said. “Bring the girl to me. Alive.” The soldier bowed, clawed hand at his side. 
 
    My mind cleared and I looked down at the soldier. “Who is that?” 
 
    “Eleanor. Our Queen.” 
 
    Ah, the same that attacked the portal. “What does she want with me?” 
 
    He made a feeble attempt to struggle. A trickle of blood fell from his mouth. “I don’t question her demands. Neither should you.” 
 
    “I don’t have a queen, asshat,” I said, knowing I had no idea if this was true or not. If I did, and she wanted me brought to her using this type of force, it wasn’t good. Not good at all. 
 
    “You do, and she’s requested your presence. You have little choice.” He exhaled a shaky final breath and his eyes glazed over. I watched his head fall lifeless to the side. 
 
    I kicked his hip but he didn’t move. I reached for my phone and dialed. 
 
    “There’s a soldier in my yard. I killed him.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Liam 
 
    “She really did a number on him,” Brayden said, struggling with the dead body. He pulled the pitch fork out with a sticky jerk. “When did she get so strong?” 
 
    I had the same question, leaning against the doorframe, waiting for Nadya to come down. I’d knocked ten minutes ago. She had two more before I broke our agreement and went inside. 
 
    “Get rid of him,” I said. Brayden opened a pouch and sprinkled it over the body. The soldier’s flesh turned gray and disintegrated. “I’ll deal with the fallout tomorrow.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just go inside—make sure she’s okay?” 
 
     “Because we have an agreement and I’m trying to respect that. She’s not making it easy.” I sighed. “And she’s okay—physically at least. I can sense it through our bond.” 
 
    “This one—she’s got you by the balls? Never thought I’d see it happen.” 
 
    I shot him a look, a hard one, and he gathered up his tools. I was contemplating the way to break in with the least damage to the door when Nadya appeared, hair wet, smelling of soap and shampoo. Her thin frame was wrapped in a blue robe. Her pupils pulsed in the dark—dilated. A thin, bloody line ran the length of her neck. I reached for her. She flinched and backed away into her kitchen. “Let me see,” I said. 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “He cut you.” Rage boiled beneath my skin and if he wasn’t already dead and destroyed, I’d have found him and ripped his head off. “She’ll pay for this.” 
 
    “Who, the Queen?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He told me she wanted me. Alive. They aren’t going to kill me. They just want to take me to her. Maybe I should just go?” 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair. Gods, she was so infuriating. “You aren’t going.” 
 
    “Why not? It’s my decision.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” A flash under her ear caught my eye and I brushed a finger across the skin. Glitter. “Where were you before you ran into this guy?” 
 
    “Don’t change the subject, Liam. I want to know more about Eleanor.” 
 
    I took a step forward, assessing her flushed cheeks, her strung out eyes. “Tell me where you were.” 
 
    “It’s none of your fucking business. I didn’t ask you to come over here for an inquisition about my evening.” 
 
    “No!” I shouted. “You asked me over here to take care of a dead body. A Sidhe solider, Nadya. That death will not come without consequence. I need you to be honest with me, so I can help you.” She crossed her arms over her chest and set her jaw, like a petulant child. “How did you get the strength to kill him? How did you fight him off?” 
 
    “You trained me. I did what you told me to.” 
 
    “It’s more than that. You’ve fed. Recently.” She shook her head but her eyes stayed down. I stepped closer and lifted her chin. Her lips were puffy, and swollen. I ran my thumb over her bottom lip and lifted it to my mouth, tasting it with my tongue. I shook my head. “Dammit Nadya.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
     “You taste like honey.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So that means we’ve got a problem. A big one. Bigger than one Queen.” 
 
    “What? Is there a King after me too?” 
 
    I threw my hands up in exasperation. “The King is your least concern. There isn’t just one queen, Nadya. There isn’t just one land in Otherworld. There are many, each ruled by their own royalty. You’ve got one queen that wants your head and another…” 
 
    “What does the other one want?” Her eyes were wide with curiosity. They should be. I’d just dropped a bomb on her. 
 
    “I’m not sure what she wants. Not yet. Even if I did, it’s not my place to tell you.” I nodded toward the house. “Get dressed. You’re coming home with me.” 
 
      
 
    Colleen sat in the chair opposite mine. Her chin jutted defensively. She knew why I called her here, but I asked anyway. “Want to explain what happened while I was gone?” 
 
    “Last night?” 
 
    “From the beginning.” 
 
    “Nothing eventful happened until you came back—that scene at the bar.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nadya has been unaccounted for two nights in a row. Why is that?” 
 
    “Two?” 
 
    “I’m aware you left her alone at the gym.” 
 
    Recognition lit up her eyes. “Daniel called me because there had been a disturbance in the portal.” 
 
    “What sort of disturbance?” 
 
    “The same blips as before.” 
 
    “And he felt it was necessary to take you off the training schedule with Nadya?” 
 
    She shifted an inch to the left. “Yes.” 
 
    “And you felt it was necessary to disobey a direct order from me to go check on a “blip?” 
 
    “I report to him.” 
 
    “No,” I said, in a steady voice. “You report to me.” 
 
    “Nadya is very capable. I don’t think you give her enough credit—“ 
 
    I held up my hand. “Nadya was attacked tonight by a solider. You’re correct. She is capable of handling herself. Unfortunately, she’s unpredictable and unknown. Dangerous. Because of her we’ve sent another dead soldier back to Eleanor.” 
 
    “She killed him? By herself?” A small grin tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Go Nadya.” 
 
    A similar sense of pride filled my chest, but fear and anger surpassed that emotion. “Please understand that this will not happen again. You are to stick to her like glue, if she knows it or not. Do not leave her side.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” 
 
    “Down the hall. She didn’t want her father to see her injuries.” Injuries that had already healed—and not with my assistance. A result, I imagined, from binge feeding on a room full of unsuspecting humans. “I’ve reactivated the locator charm on her necklace and reestablished the wards; we can’t risk another situation like this. Things are already too tense with the Otherworld.” 
 
    “You had deactivated the charm? When?” 
 
    “When she asked me to give her some space.” I leaned back in my seat. “It was a bad idea. She’s a wild card in a very precarious situation. Neither Eleanor nor Fiona will rest until one of them gets her hands on Nadya. It’s my job to make sure this doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “Why not just take her? Let Fiona get a look for herself? Maybe she can tell Eleanor that Nadya isn’t the threat she thinks she is?” 
 
    I drummed my fingers on the desk. “Because I’m not convinced that Eleanor is wrong. Nadya may be the biggest threat yet. To all of us.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Nadya 
 
      
 
    Leaning over the sink, I inspected my neck. Smooth, pale flesh reflected back from the massive guest room mirror. How, I wondered, because I only agreed to come back to Liam’s house to keep my father from seeing the injuries from the fight. When we left I looked like hell. Now? I ran my fingers over the nonexistent line. The wounds were almost gone and I hadn’t even let Liam touch me. The nervous feeling in my stomach that I’d had since I parted from Grace continued to grow. Something happened in that bar. Something I didn’t exactly remember or fully understand. Unfortunately, the frown on Liam’s face when he tasted the honey on my lips made me even more concerned. 
 
    And scared. 
 
    As soon as we arrived at Liam’s home he retreated through the adjoining door to his office. I couldn’t hear much through the thick wood—just muffled voices—but I did know Colleen had been summoned to a meeting. We hadn’t really spoken since my workout at the gym two nights ago. It felt like much longer than that. I barely recalled being at Grace’s house the night before. 
 
    I left the bathroom and pressed my ear to the door, trying to catch a word here or there from Liam’s study. Whatever Colleen had been called in for, I had no doubt I was somehow involved. Liam shifted easily between his positon with the Guard and my—whatever he was to me. Protector? Hookup? I didn’t allow myself to dwell long on the word that wanted to trump the others. Mate. 
 
     His roles were so different that sometimes I had to remind myself that he wasn’t a normal man, that his concerns were more than just for my health and safety. They reflected something greater to our world. One I knew little about. 
 
    I knew I should have felt trapped as a prisoner to all of these things. Tucked away in Liam’s massive home, wasting time in the luxury of this room, but something had changed in the last couple of days. Something reached beyond the chains of my regular life and the complexity of the new, Sidhe, one. I didn’t feel trapped. I felt empowered. Grace had shown me I could have more. I felt it in my nerves and on my lips. It trembled in my stomach and down my limbs, lurking in the back of my shadowy memory. Everything changed when I killed that soldier on my own. I could take care of myself. 
 
    Whatever these two royal Sidhe had planned for me wasn’t good enough. I needed my own plan. I wanted to control my life. Not some fairy queen in Otherworld. Not Liam. 
 
    Retreating from the door, I pulled out my phone and found Grace’s number. I sat on the bed to plot my next move. I came to Liam’s home to protect my father. I would leave to protect myself. All I needed was the right moment, and when I found it, I would take it. 
 
      
 
    Liam’s home sprawled, with long hallways and enticing closed doors. A wrong turn could end up in a second floor ballroom. Antiques and artwork filled every bare space. The house was spotless, but increasingly, I noticed a sense of clutter. It was possible that Liam, for all his simplicity in work wear and business function, could be a hoarder. 
 
    That hoard of knick-knacks was my problem. My attempt to exit quietly downstairs had been thwarted when I bumped into a large curio cabinet at the top landing. Figurines tumbled, crashing like dominos. The ruckus echoed down the hall. 
 
    I braced myself and the cabinet, hoping no one heard. I needed a better feel for the house. I didn’t plan on leaving yet, but soon. Grace and I had worked out part two of the plan, where she would pick me up outside the gates. As for getting out of the house unnoticed? Well, that part was up to me. 
 
    True to his semi-stalkerish form, Liam stepped into the hallway, brow furrowed. “Everything okay? Do you need something?” 
 
    A little space, I wanted to say, but as he came closer I felt that familiar tug connecting us beneath the surface. As much as my brain wanted me to tell him to back off, my body reacted traitorously. 
 
    “Just poking around. I don’t need to stay in my room, do I?” 
 
    “Of course not. You’re welcome to use the library or media room. There’s a gym downstairs as well—off the garage. You know where the kitchen is right? Mrs. Graves is probably down there planning lunch. She’d be happy to get you something.” 
 
    “Great.” I flashed a smile. 
 
    He bent over and studied my neck. “You healed quickly.” 
 
    I touched the smooth skin. “Yeah, faster than I thought.” 
 
    “Strange, since neither of us has fed in days.” 
 
    The statement was thick with unspoken intent but I didn’t owe him an explanation. Did I? On the way to his house from mine I’d asked him about his trip to Otherworld. He’d told me little in return, but when his hand brushed mine I caught a glimpse of something more. Worry, perhaps. I wasn’t the only one with secrets. Despite that, the look on his face left me confident that he definitely thought he was owed something. “You obviously have something you want to say. Go for it.” 
 
    “What happened last night?” 
 
    “Uh, I killed that soldier.” 
 
    “Before that?” 
 
    I stood across from him in the wide hallway, knowing exactly what he wanted. The problem was I wasn’t exactly sure myself. I didn’t want to admit that. “I was out with a friend.” 
 
    “A friend.” 
 
    “Yes. I do have some,” I lied. 
 
    “What did you and your friend do together?” 
 
    “It’s really none of your business.” 
 
    “Nadya,” he said, in a low, ultra-calm voice. “What did you do?” 
 
    I’d been focusing on his chest. Not his face. Not his eyes, but the tone of his voice made me glance up. It was clear he wasn’t angry. If anything he looked concerned—slightly panicked. “I was out with a friend,” I repeated. “Other than that it’s a little hazy.” 
 
    Liam ran his hands over his face. “Maybe I can fill in the blanks.” 
 
    I followed him to his office and he told me everything. The carnage at the club. The enchanted honey and glitter left at the scene. The same honey and glitter I wore on my body, that he tasted on my lips. With every word the picture cleared, until it was no longer a story he told me, but a solid memory. 
 
    “I didn’t know. You have to believe me,” I said, but the words felt like tiny lies. 
 
    “I believe you’ve been manipulated.” 
 
    “Manipulated? By who?” He replied by lifting an eyebrow. “What happens now?” 
 
    “Brayden and the others cleaned up the scene. No one is injured, but it was sloppy and dangerous. It’s the kind of behavior that could have gotten us all in trouble.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Nadya, you didn’t do this on your own. Someone gave you that lip gloss and lotion. Another fae. I need you to tell me who it is.” 
 
    Grace. My only friend outside of this mess. Or so I thought. I guess I knew there was something different about her. The way she always got her way. How she manipulated the waitress at the restaurant. 
 
     I chewed on my lip, a lame attempt at buying time, and watched as Liam leaned against his desk and pushed his hand through his hair. Purple smudges ringed his eyes and I spotted the tail of his rumpled shirt sticking out. For the first time since our relationship began, he looked tired. “Hey,” I said, moving closer to him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Stop avoiding the question.” 
 
    I ignored him again and ran the pad of my thumb under his eye. Energy pulsed and the skin cleared a little—but not completely. “When was the last time you fed?” 
 
    He shrugged. “When was the last time we were together?” 
 
    “I thought you had feeders or something?” He shook his head.  
 
    “You stopped using them?” 
 
    Wow. I’d listened to him describe the process from before we met. The volunteers who sold themselves to feed the Guard. It sounded weird and a little disturbing, but something they all did, unless they had a mate to feed with. Had he really cut that out for me? His eyes held mine, exhausted and hungry. 
 
     Linking my fingers with his, I pulled him close enough that our bodies touched. I knew he wouldn’t ask. Not with so much unanswered between us, but he needed to feed and I had a boatload of extra energy to spare. “You’re always there for me. Let me return the favor.” I kissed him. He didn’t react, which was surprising, but I placed a hand on his chest and felt his heart racing. I kissed him again, slipping my tongue in his mouth. His hands moved to my waist and he gripped tight. A spark of blue flared between us. He may not want to react physically, but like my own primal reactions, he seemed to have little choice. 
 
    “You’re bad for me,” he said, deepening the kiss. Hazy blue light enveloped us. “Like, incredibly dangerous.” With a swift move, he picked me up and set me down on the desk. He pushed my legs apart and stood between my thighs. He combined with the light and the space between us ceased to exist. 
 
     I tasted him, overcome by individual flavors. Hot and spicy defined his anger. Bitterness revealed his fear. Lust and desire tasted sweet and I couldn’t get enough. Each flavor was unique. His hands blazed hot down my arms and I realized that even though I’d binged the night before, what Liam gave me wasn’t the same. It was different. He was different. 
 
    This was the addiction, I thought, kissing his chin and neck. The drug I couldn’t get enough of. Every human I’d consumed last night had been an attempt to find the kind of energy Liam and I shared. One kiss from him was like ten from a human. My hands explored his solid arms and hard stomach. Energy, clean and bright, flowed between us. He was made perfectly for me. 
 
    “Oh my god,” I said, pulling away. He leaned forward, bending me back over the desk. One more second and he’d be on top of me. Two more and he’d be in me. I wouldn’t care in the least. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I get it now.” 
 
    “Get what?” He frowned but already the bags under his eyes had disappeared and pink color had returned to his cheeks. His arms felt stronger, his muscles harder. We buzzed with light, with pure energy, and I found myself threading my fingers through his hair as his lips left a hot trail across my collarbone toward my chest. 
 
    I closed my eyes, sinking into his touch, feeling this weight and the way his body moved to get closer. In this moment I realized he didn’t have the upper hand—not at all. We completed one another, like a circle. The energy from my feeding the night before poured into him. A lock of hair fell into his eyes and I pushed it back, brushing the back of my hand across his forehead. The vision swept over me like a wave. 
 
    A flash, the memory of him walking into the bar and seeing all the bodies. Anger burned in his eyes. The image shifted. In a uniquely different room, I saw the face of a woman with brilliant blonde hair. A crown sat atop her head. She had red lips, turned up in a wicked smile. Her nose brushed against the strong bridge of Liam’s. 
 
    This woman. She wasn’t the same from my visions with Grace, but there were similarities. Fiona. Eleanor. They kept circling around and I couldn’t catch the truth. 
 
    I stumbled back, gasping for air. 
 
    “What?” he asked, hands still firmly planted on my sides. 
 
    “I just—“ I wanted to twist away, push him back, but I stopped. A strange feeling itched under my skin. Instinct, that was what it would be called. In an instant I knew what I had to do, how to protect myself against my biggest foe. 
 
     “Liam,” I grunted, gripping the collar of his shirt. Fast—faster than I’d ever moved before, I swapped our positions. He fell backward into the chair and I leaned forward, using both hands to remove his shirt. The fabric ripped and buttons flew across the room, bouncing off the hardwoods with tiny, echoing pings. His eyes widened, but a curious smile lingered on his lips. The grin grew bigger, wolfish, when my hands moved to the top of his pants. 
 
    “Gods,” he whispered, eyes glued to my hands. I struggled with one leg after the other and pushed his pants to his ankles and admired the tight black shorts that clung to his muscular thighs. It was impossible not to notice the hard lines beneath the cotton, how pleased he was with my change of course. 
 
    I noted marks on his chest and the one low on the defined muscle on his abdomen. They were different than before. The altered tattoos, or runes, implied a sort of magic I hadn’t fully grasped. I did understand myself better now and licked each one. Tasting the power they gave him. Heat surged through my body, and I knew the functions they served. One for protection. One for strength. Another for cloaking. Faint reminders of these mingled with the magic that coursed through my body, one that coated the room in ever growing purple tinted pheromones. Lust was my superpower, which would explain the dazed look on Liam’s face, and the fact he hadn’t stopped me. 
 
    Crawling in his lap, I stroked his skin, kissed his mouth, and pressed myself against him. The temptation to linger overwhelmed me, like a spider caught in her own sticky web. The shade of blue that engulfed us normally disappeared completely, leaving a lustful mist of dark purple. “This,” he said, searching for words. “I knew, I knew but not like this. This is...” 
 
    “Perfect,” I cooed, the lie tumbling easy off my tongue. I moved my hands lower and felt a surge of power when he gasped. “Let me take care of you, the way you’ve taken care of me.” 
 
     He nodded, completely pliable in my hands. I took a deep breath. “Kiss me,” I demanded, lifting his chin up. Our lips and tongues touched, falling into the steady rhythm of one another. I was lost in his senses, his taste and touch. Heat scorched my flesh. Desire boiled in my stomach. The exchange of power warred between us. In the past one of us had given to the other. Tonight I was stronger than him. Infinitely. I opened my eyes and the purple light vanished. I sat up, and frowned. Had I lost him? Where did the energy go? Liam shifted beneath me, eyes closed, his body seeking mine. I laid a hand over his heart and whispered. “Liam?” 
 
    The response was a blast of blinding light—flashing bright and red. A different kind of instinct took over and I placed my mouth over his and inhaled. Red light traveled between us and with one last look in his pretty, dark blue eyes, I took it all. I took everything. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you were going to call?” Grace asked from the doorway. She peered behind me and frowned. “Where did that come from?” 
 
    I glanced backward at the shiny sports car. Red, because even Liam couldn’t be a douche when it came to Italian cars. “I borrowed it.” 
 
    “With permission?” 
 
    “Sort of.” I wanted to say that the owner was currently indisposed and that I could still taste him on my lips, feel him in my veins, but the less Grace knew the better. It wasn’t like she’d been truthful to me this whole time. “Can I come in?” 
 
    She opened the door wider and I entered the house. Not the quaint, adorable place I’d been the day before, but a hovel. The inside matched the outside. Grace had used a spell to trick me into thinking it was more. With Liam’s pure essence inside of me I absorbed all his abilities, including the one to look past the tricky glamours. 
 
    Grace eyed me with suspicion. “You’re acting weird. Is everything okay?” 
 
     I wasn’t in the mood to play games, so I just dove right in. “What do you want with me? Or rather, what does she want with me?” 
 
    “She?” 
 
    “Really? You’re going to play dumb?” 
 
    “What?” she asked. “I’m not playing anything.” 
 
    I moved quickly, taking her hand in mine. Liam’s powers bubbled beneath the surface and my reactions were more his than my own. I felt his cold, aloofness. His confidence. I liked it. “What does she want?” 
 
    “I c-c-can’t—“ she stammered. Her fear was palpable. Interesting. “She’ll kill me.” 
 
    “What makes you think I won’t?” With two hands I pulled her closer and did the only thing I knew how. I pressed my lips to hers and inhaled. She weakened quickly and I pushed my way into her mind. 
 
    Black crown. Black hair. Purple flowing robes. Grace stood on one side and whispered in her ear. Her hand rested on the head of a black dog on alert near her feet. A ring on her finger sparkled. A soldier with sharp claws stood at the edge of the throne. Their eyes were transfixed on something just outside the frame. 
 
    The same image, just each time a little bit more. One piece of a larger puzzle that I had no idea what it meant. I released Grace, shoving her away. 
 
    Fury tinted her eyes and she wiped the back of her mouth with her hand. “Find what you wanted?” 
 
    “Some, but not enough. What does Eleanor want from me? Or the other woman, Fiona?” I asked. “One of them sent you here for me. Is it Eleanor? She sent soldiers for me and Liam is trying his hardest to hide me from her. Why?” 
 
    Grace’s face hardened. “She just wants to meet you. Liam’s been blocking her as well as Fiona.” 
 
    “If Eleanor only wanted to meet me, why send an army of soldiers to stalk me through the streets? I would think she has plenty to do other than harass one fumbling, clueless half-Sidhe girl in Illinois.” 
 
    She laughed. Giggle-snorted even and shook her head. “You have no idea, do you? He never told you?” 
 
    “Told me what?” 
 
    “Liam’s handsome but he’s a total prick. I’m sure you’ve figured that out now, even with that whole bond-thing you have going on.” 
 
    “You know about that? Why does everyone know everything but me?” 
 
    “Nadya,” she said. Her eyes actually conveyed a bit of kindness. “Eleanor isn’t like Liam. She’s not full of secrets and lies. She doesn’t want to keep your powers away from you. If anything she wants you to rise to your fullest possibility. You’ve got all that energy coursing through you—so much power. It’s ancient and deadly and you have no freaking clue what to do with it. Come with me and I’ll show you.” 
 
    “Come with you where?” 
 
    “Otherword, of course. Our future may very well depend on you.” 
 
    I held my ground and pretended I wasn’t terrified. “You tricked me into being your friend. How do I know you’re not manipulating me like that waitress or the people in the bar? You act like you’re better than Liam, but I don’t believe it.” Why did everyone around me feel the need to lie? What was everyone hiding? Until this very moment I’d believed most of what Liam told me. But now? I had no idea. 
 
    “Illusions are our currency,” she said, waving her hand over the air. The walls blurred, shifting back to the glamour from yesterday. The satin-lined walls and comfortable furniture. I blinked and it wavered. She smiled. “It’s all about opening your eyes to the truth. What’s real and what isn’t. You have the power to know the difference. You always have, deep down. It’s the gift your mother passed on to you.” 
 
    “You knew my mother?” 
 
    “Of her.” Her eyebrow lifted slightly. “Eleanor knew her well.” 
 
    “Of course she did.” I sighed. All roads lead back to the Queen. “Tell me about the other one—Fiona?” 
 
    Her eyebrow inched, just a little, but I saw it. “Fiona is not to be trusted. Liam is in her servitude. He is most loyal to her.” Grace must have seen how that statement rattled me. “Oh, you thought he was loyal to you? And the rest of the Guard? That is Fiona’s guard. Don’t think she won’t use them against you if she doesn’t get what she wants. Liam can only hold out against her for so long—unless he’s successful first.” 
 
    “Successful with what?” 
 
    She gave me a confused look. “Power, of course. Liam needs your power to overthrow Fiona and Eleanor. He wants to control Otherworld. The only way to make that happen is to take yours.” 
 
    Hours ago I would have thought this a lie, but after absorbing most of Liam’s powers for myself, and the gluttony of the night before, I wasn’t sure what to believe. “Why hasn’t he done this already?” 
 
    “Oh, Nadya. Use your head. Your abilities aren’t fully realized yet. If he took them now it would be a drop in the bucket compared to what he and everyone else speculate that you will be capable of. His entire focus has been on keeping you safe so you can train and cultivate your skills.” Her eyes sparkled as she explained his motivation. “He’s not the only one that realizes this and it’s why Eleanor has been trying to remove you to the safety of her kingdom. She may be the only one not attempting to exploit you.” 
 
    The information hit me like a ton of bricks. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. “She sent an army through the portal and attacked me and my family. She sent soldiers to my home. My mother is dead, because of her.” 
 
    “She sent soldiers through the portal to rescue you! And the ones that tried to kill you? That’s a testament to the fear they have over your manifesting abilities. You don’t know everything that happened and why,” she said. “Don’t you want to find out?” 
 
    What I wanted to do was go back to my life before I’d pursued Liam and discovered the truth about my family. I’d give anything to run away and pretend this had never happened. Royalty fighting over my power? I couldn’t even face the fact that a man I’d come to trust and was unequivocally connected to, physically as well as emotionally, was only using me for his own ambition. 
 
    A fleeting urge to run crossed my mind. I’d gotten the upper hand on Liam using his desire for me. His hunger and base instinct and the bond we shared. Sure, I’d gotten into Grace’s head but I had a feeling seduction wouldn’t work on her. 
 
    Past the fear and concern, Grace had piqued my interest. I wanted to know more about the Queen and why she had gone to so much trouble to try to find me—including sending an army through the portal. Maybe it was time to find out exactly what was going on and not the biased, self-serving version Liam was feeding me. 
 
    I stood, dusting the grime off my hands from the filthy house. 
 
    “Well?” Grace asked, her hands clenched at her sides, unnecessarily ready for a fight. 
 
    “I’m probably a fool, but whatever. Fine, let’s go. Take me to Eleanor.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Liam 
 
      
 
    “Wake up.” 
 
    “Gods, he’s out of it.” 
 
    “What do you think happened?” 
 
    “I think that he was right, Nadya is a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    The voices broke through the dream I’d been having. The glorious, too real one, with Nadya seductively straddling my hips. She hovered above me in her thin white blouse that barely hung onto her shoulders and I burned for her. I clenched my eyes shut, attempting to reclaim the dream and mumbled into the pillow. “Get out.” 
 
    I tried to catch a glimmer of her again. Her skin. Her hair, the way her breasts looked pressed into my chest. The way she smelled. Fresh, like the earth. Her eyes held mine, fiery and… 
 
    “Liam.” 
 
    “There’s going to be hell to pay when he finds out she’s gone.” 
 
    I stiffened and blinked. Struggling for my voice I asked, “What did you say?” 
 
    “Oh look, he wakes. Finally.” 
 
    I rolled over, my hand bound tightly. I flexed my fingers and looked down. A silver chain had been tied around my fist. Nadya’s necklace with the locator spell. Fury replaced the confusion of my dreams. 
 
    Colleen’s wary eyes weren’t on my face but lower. I looked down and grimaced. The dream felt as real to my body as my brain. I covered myself. “Someone explain now.” 
 
    “Sir, really, we don’t know,” Brayden replied. “Mrs. Graves found you in your office and fed you. Enough to gain consciousness, but you’re still very weak.” 
 
    I rubbed my face, trying to regain my senses. I felt like I’d spent the night at a feast in Otherworld. Drinks and food and women except infinitely weaker. “Where is Nadya?” 
 
    “Gone.” Colleen replied. She looked at the ground. Nadya was her responsibility. And again she failed. This would not end well for her. “She took off some time ago. Left you in quite a state. What do you remember?” 
 
    “Not much—or rather, I’m unsure what was real and what was a dream. Gods, she did something to me.” I clutched my head and in the mirror across the room I saw the marks on my chest had faded. A quick glance down proved the rest were missing, too. “My runes have been removed.” 
 
    “What could do that? Did you eat or drink anything?” 
 
    “No.” Red lips. Red light. Skin pale and smooth. I felt a nudge in my head—something else. “I think maybe she got in my head?” 
 
    “She had a vision or read a memory?” 
 
    “No more. It was intentional. It’s like she pushed herself in my brain and felt around.” That would explain the headache. And the necklace. I flashed to her lips and her body over mine. Hazy or not, that was no dream. “Whatever she found could be dangerous. I had had my memories cloaked, but if she saw bits and pieces, we could have a problem.” 
 
    “What kind of problem?” 
 
    “The kind that ends with Nadya revealing herself to Eleanor. Something that cannot happen. Not yet.” I stood but swayed, losing my footing on the carpet. Colleen lunged forward to help. I shrugged her off. 
 
    “Can you handle this?” she asked. “You really don’t look well.” 
 
    “Get me a feeder.” I rested a hand on the bed post and stood again. “Now.” 
 
    “Thank you, dear,” I said to the woman on the bed. Unlike Nadya, the woman didn’t gain strength from my feeding, but she did feel a drug-like rush. One she enjoyed, from the lazy grin on her face. She’d provided me nourishment and enough energy to get at least some of my memory back. Not only had Nadya unlocked my brain and rummaged around my thoughts but she’d come close to killing me. I had to wonder if that was her true intent. 
 
     I re-marked my body, adding the runes of war, another cloaking spell and another for travel. I had a feeling this wouldn’t end on Earth. Nadya had too much of a head start, extreme power, and a guide more than willing to take her to Otherworld. I changed into battle clothes, strapping my arms with leather guards and lacing my boots. Blades slipped into sheathes next to my calves. Two more hidden up my sleeves. If Eleanor dared touch a hair on her head… 
 
    A knock on the door distracted my thoughts and I shrugged on my coat. “I’m ready,” I said, exiting the room. Mrs. Graves waited in the hallway and handed me my bag. 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on her,” she begged. 
 
    I strode down the hallway, past the spot I’d been with Nadya when she’d begun her seduction. “She tried to kill me.” 
 
    “I don’t think she meant to. To be fair, you’d been keeping a lot of secrets from her.” 
 
    I spared her a glance—worry lines crossed her forehead. “I hardly think it matters if she wanted to or not.” With a heavy sigh I faced her. “We knew there was a chance it would come to this. Her loyalty was never a sure thing.” 
 
    “Maybe if you had told her the truth. People don’t like being in the dark about their lives. She feels confused. Possibly betrayed.” 
 
    “She told you that?” 
 
    Mrs. Graves fixed me with a cold eye. “She didn’t have to. She’s scared, Liam, and you’ve done nothing but give her a taste of her power and frighten her more. She’ll go to the person that she thinks will give her the truth.” 
 
    “She’s not ready.” 
 
    “Ready or not, it’s happening, dear.” 
 
    How did this turn into such a disaster? I had her. I had her in my home, safe and working with me. I trained her. I exposed her to the Sidhe abilities and how to protect herself, and now all that hard work was in the hands of an enemy. “If the Queen gets her, especially now that she’s learned how to rummage through a person’s mind…” I couldn’t complete the thought. Mrs. Graves laid her hand on my arm and squeezed. “Otherworld will continue its decline and Nadya will never claim her destiny.” 
 
    “You’ll get to her first.” 
 
    I leaned down and kissed her on the both cheeks. “Not if I have to deal with Colleen. Her performance has been disappointing.” 
 
    “Let me handle Colleen.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    She gave a sharp nod. “I think I’m more than capable, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. I checked my watch. Time was running out. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Make sure you stop her, Liam.” 
 
    I left through the side door without another word. I wanted to promise that I would, that after all these years we finally had Nadya in our reach. We had a chance to make things right. I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Too many variables and too many of them not in our favor. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Nadya 
 
    Grace maneuvered the car through the Nomad parking lot toward the back hangar like I directed. We had no choice but to use the portal—the trick was doing it without getting caught. 
 
    “How did you enter last time?” 
 
    “Well, you know how your gift relies on the ability to seek the truth from people? How you can read the past?” 
 
    “I guess so.” She didn’t need to know how I was still working it out. 
 
    “I’m skilled in the use of travel magic. The portal is able to monitor most Sidhe coming in and out, but well…” She stood and from her back unfurled a set of beautiful blue wings. 
 
    “Oh my god. You have wings.” I reached forward to touch them but she shied away. 
 
    “I’m a fairy,” she said with a shrug. “Some of us actually have wings.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. “Do I?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Huh.” I was unreasonably bummed by this. “So you can just fly through?” 
 
    “With a little spell work, yes.” Without warning, her wings retracted and disappeared. I peered around her shoulder but saw nothing but the smooth lines of her back. “You’re aware that your people monitor the portal, right?” 
 
    “Yes, my mother’s people.” 
 
    “Well, my people—those of us with wings, used to be the ones that assisted transport. In modern times, when the humans became prevalent in this area, we were no longer able to fly freely from one side to the other. Human transportation took over and everything changed.” 
 
    “Like Liam and his plane?” I interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, the Guard over took the system using modern machinery to reach the portal, and we were basically shut out.” 
 
    “That stinks.” 
 
    “It does.” She grabbed a bag from the car and we walked close behind the hangar—out of sight. “But just because times change doesn’t mean I don’t have my ways of beating the system. I just have to be sneakier about it.” 
 
    Trying to process the information, I asked, “So just to be clear, you’re going to fly us out of here. Like, you’re going to carry me.” 
 
    I saw her laugh, but the sound was muffled by the loud buzz of a plane taking off. I shaded my eyes and saw Mr. Johnson’s white and red plane lifting toward the sky. My father would wonder why I wasn’t at work—again. And Liam? Surely he would wake up soon. I absorbed a lot of his juice but he was strong. I had no guarantee on time. “Not exactly. Ever heard of fairy dust? Peter Pan?” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said, with zero trace of humor. 
 
    “Most things come with a speck of truth.” 
 
    Two months ago I would have thought this entire conversation was insane. I’d have been inside that airport reading my horoscope and planning what to make my father for dinner. Nothing new, maybe curious looks at Liam as he came in and grunted a hello. Instead, over the last 48 hours I’d danced and drunk my way through a bar, killed a Sidhe soldier sent to track me down by some crazy queen named Eleanor, and screwed up whatever legitimate relationship I had with Liam by going succubus on his ass. All to travel on my own to Otherworld with a scheming fairy and her pixie dust to confront this Queen Eleanor on my own. What the hell had become of my life and when did I get so stupid? 
 
    “We better get moving,” Grace said, fastening a satchel around her waist. I slung my backpack over my shoulders. 
 
    She moved into the sunlight and held up a small pouch. A sudden burst of nerves flared in my stomach. I grabbed her hand and said, “Wait. What’s going to happen to me over there? What if you’re lying to me?” 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, Nadya. Otherworld is a wonderful place. It’s your home—your mother’s home. But if you want, you can do that brain scanny thing you’re so great at.” She tilted her head forward. “Go ahead.” 
 
    I wanted to believe her. Well, I did believe her, but I also knew my mother lived on this side of the portal. For my father, and they both sacrificed everything for my safety. But what if he was wrong? What if Liam filled his head with lies? “No, I’m just confused. I’m ready.” 
 
    “I need to mark you with cloaking runes,” she said. “Or the workers in the tower will see us enter the portal. Doing so breaks a multitude of rules, on both sides of the portal. We can’t be seen exiting or entering either side without a proper escort.” 
 
    She held up a dagger, one with a sharp tip. Liam had a similar one that he kept strapped to his side. “You make them with that?” 
 
    “Yes, they’re burned temporarily into your skin.” 
 
    “Liam had those markings on his body before I…” I searched for words. “Drained him.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Did you absorb the power of the markings as well?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Grace lifted her the blade and took my hand but paused when blue jeweled ring on her finger lit up like a beacon. “What is that?” I asked. “Where did that light come from?” 
 
    “It’s a signal. They’re coming. We must go before the Guard arrives.” I heard the squeal of tires and the familiar roar of Liam’s car as it approached the hangar. The old car, the one with the rumbling muffler. 
 
    “What about the runes?” 
 
    “We have to take our chances that you absorbed them from Liam.” Increasingly wary of this entire situation, I glanced quickly at Grace, whose bright eyes held mine. She looked sure and in return my confidence, some I had stolen from Liam, surged. Again I watched in wonder as her wings unfurled, the tips grazing the pavement. She opened the pouch and poured dark, chalky looking sand in her hand. “Ready?” 
 
    I held out my own hand and replied, “Yes.” 
 
    The car came to a screeching halt and Liam’s head popped out of the open door. “Nadya,” he yelled. I looked over, even though I didn’t want to. He looked better—but not whole. He was missing something, something that brought fear to his eyes, a hesitancy to his step. The confidence that I now possessed. 
 
    I had it. It was mine. 
 
    “Don’t do this,” he said. Brayden and Daniel chased at his heels. “You don’t understand the Otherworld. I’ll take you if you want. Don’t go with her.” 
 
    “You’re all liars. I don’t trust any of you, but I’m going.” I glanced at Grace. “At least she’s giving me the chance.” 
 
    Grace dumped the powder over my head and snatched my hand. A gust of wind knocked me off my feet, but my hand was clutched tightly in hers. Grace’s wings caused a backdraft and looking down I saw Liam’s hair caught in the breeze. Even from the increasing distance, I saw how his blue eyes begged me to stay. Daniel drew back and a flash of silver spun through the air. 
 
    “Grace!” I yelled in warning, but the sound of her wings flapping was too loud. The blade sliced across my wrist and landed in her side. She cried out in pain, and blood sprang from the wound. I looked down and saw Liam turn on Daniel, pushing him to the ground. “Can you make it?” 
 
    “Yes,” she sobbed. “I’m almost there—the portal will do the rest.” 
 
    We were far from the ground. Too far. Grace struggled to push forward, but I was weighing her down. I slipped the straps of my backpack off my shoulder. The bag dropped quickly, crashing to the tarmac, landing mere feet from Liam. 
 
    “Hold on tight,” Grace called. Slippery blood seeped from her side and dripped down my fingers, coating my hand and arm. I strained to keep from slipping to my death. 
 
    “I’m falling,” I said, looking down, but a draft caught my legs and breathed life into Grace’s wings and we flew upward. Something shiny caught my attention. Liam’s plane, which looked like an ant from up here, rolled down the runway. In my heart I knew better than to think he wouldn’t come after me. I turned to the sky, terrified and exhilarated at the same time, and found myself in the middle of the cloud that hovered over the airport. Blues and reds swirled around me like a moving rainbow, and we floated in the air around the portal. I pulled Grace into my arms.  
 
    “We made it,” she said. Her eyes shone, glassy and weak. Blood oozed through her shirt, making a wide, dark stain. He wings beat slowly against the warm air in the portal. We’d made it into the portal but not through, and I had no idea how long we could stay here. “But I don’t know if we’ll make it back down to the Otherside.” 
 
    I brushed back her windblown hair and touched her cheek. She felt clammy and cold. Her skin pale as ash and lips turning blue. On instinct I ran a thumb over the bottom one and watched it blush pink. “Hold still,” I said, as the wind circled around us. I pressed my hand against her side and she gasped, seizing from the pain. I pressed my mouth to hers, lip to lip, and her eyes fluttered shut. Hazy light passed between us, reflecting the colors of the portal. I kissed her, encouraging her to respond, to absorb the energy I was offering. With a little coaxing she returned the kiss. Color spread across her cheeks and I felt her wings flap with strength. Pulling back, I inspected the wound, now nothing more than a fine line. 
 
    I had healed her. 
 
    With renewed energy Grace took both my hands and dove through the air like a bird hunting prey. I shrieked, fear bubbling in my stomach from the dips and turns. She made a beeline toward the horizon, colors zipping past us, and I shut my eyes as we burst through the clouds. 
 
    I opened my eyes and blinked. 
 
    We had arrived. We were in Otherworld. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Nadya 
 
      
 
    As reactions to new places went, I had no idea where mine fell on the scale of normalcy. Nothing about this moment could be considered normal. The view of Otherworld as Grace and I burst through the portal had felt like waking in a dream. Acres of green, fertile, rolling hills with small buildings dotted the horizon. The treetops looked like small green cushions while narrow, reddish-brown paths crisscrossed the way our own highways marked the land back home. From this vantage I was able to get an impressive view, including the fact that passages stretched in four distinct directions. 
 
    “Where do those lead?” I asked. 
 
    “Various towns throughout Otherworld,” Grace replied. “There are two major kingdoms in this part of the world and several large towns designated in both. The roads to these cross here, at the entrance to the portal.” 
 
    The wind from Grace’s wings blew my hair into my eyes and I brushed it back, afraid I’d miss something. Too soon, Grace lowered us to the ground in front of a small stone building with ease and precision. The hair on the back of my neck prickled as several people approached us. 
 
    “Who are they?” I asked, eyeing their uniforms. Long sheathed swords hung from leather belts. They wore leather coats and baggy trousers. 
 
    “They’re guards. Like Liam, but for this side of the portal.” 
 
    “Oh.” At the mention of his name I wondered how quickly Liam would catch up to us. He’d been taxiing his plane as we crossed the portal. 
 
    A guard with a long red beard laid his hand on the base of his sword. His eyes shifted back and forth between the two of us but his focus lingered on me a little longer than felt comfortable. “Stand down,” he declared. “There is no approval for transport like yours on the schedule.” 
 
    “I’m here on orders from Eleanor,” Grace said, wings retracting. She pulled a roll of paper out of her pocket. “You can read them yourself.” 
 
    He took the paper and skimmed it. He glanced quickly at me, the weariness from before changed to outright curiosity. Guess they don’t get too many humans around here. Or half-humans. Without another word he passed back the paper and Grace rolled it back into a tight tube. He waved over several guards and said, “Escort these two to Ravenwood.” 
 
    “Escort?” I asked. 
 
    “It will make the journey go faster, as they know the roads and we won’t be stopped.” She looked at the sky behind her. “We need to leave quickly. We were being followed on the way here.” 
 
    The bearded guard frowned. “By who?” 
 
    “Liam Caldwell.” 
 
    His eyes widened. With another movement to the guards he said, “Get the horses and start on the road. You need to move swiftly.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, did you say horses?” I asked. Everyone moved quickly around me and sure enough, two horses were brought from behind the stone building. “Can’t we just do that flying thing again?” 
 
    “Nope, not without attracting the wrong kind of attention.” 
 
    “I don’t ride horses.” 
 
    “You do here,” Grace said with an amused smile. “Otherworld doesn’t have the same advancements as you do at home. No electricity. No automobiles. You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I mumbled under my breath. Moving to the horse, I looked up at the giant gray and black flecked beast and tried to figure out the best way to get on. It didn’t matter; one of the guardsmen assisted me and I mounted the horse easily. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “At your service,” he replied, eyes on the ground. I assessed the other guards. Several were openly gawking at me, but shifted their eyes quickly. Only Grace and the head guard would look me in the eye. 
 
    “We need to go,” Grace said, snapping her reins. I did the same, pretending to know something about riding a horse. It worked and the instant her horse started off, mine followed. The two guards and their horses traveled in the front and rear. 
 
    Once I’d sort of adjusted to my transportation, I called out, “So what’s Ravenwood?” 
 
    “That’s Eleanor’s Kingdom. 
 
    “Ravenwood? That sounds a bit ominous.” 
 
    “If anything it’s probably a little obvious. The whole dark/light thing. There’s no such thing as black and white in my opinion—it’s all varying shades of gray.” 
 
    “Light and dark?” 
 
    “It will all make sense when you meet the Queen. She’ll answer all your questions.” She flashed me a grin. “Trust me.” 
 
    As we rode through the thick forest, lush with vibrant life, I had time to question the blind faith I was putting in Grace. I knew coming here was risky but at the same time, comprehending an entire other world with different landscape, politics and rules wasn’t easy. I didn’t have much choice but to rely on her. A worrisome thought crossed my mind. 
 
    “Do you have indoor plumbing?” 
 
    “No, but we have servants.” 
 
    Any response to that was cut off by the guard at the back of our group rushing forward. “Someone is coming,” he said. “We need to move faster, Ravenwood is just over that hill.” 
 
    The sound of racing hoof beats echoed down the trail and the guard raised his hand, smacking the backside of my horse. It leaped forward and my body followed, lurching forward unexpectedly. 
 
    “Hurry,” Grace called, her body bouncing up and down on the horse. She had a measure of control, unlike myself. Each movement jarred my body sending shocks of pain down my arms and legs. This would suck later and I wouldn’t have Liam around to heal me. 
 
    I had a feeling if he caught up to us, healing me would be the last thing on his mind. 
 
    Grace turned around and looked over my shoulder. She threw powder into the air, much of it showering over me and my horse. “What was that?” I yelled. 
 
    She placed her finger to her lips to shush me. “A glamour. To cloak us visually. It will only last a couple of minutes and if Liam catches a hint of us,he can break it. I’m just hoping we can make to the Ravenwood gates first.” 
 
    Fear flittered through her eyes and I realized how afraid she was. Afraid of Liam. Personally, I knew he’d be pissed at me but would he hurt me? Doubtful. Would he hurt the girl that took me? In a heartbeat. Her fear was contagious but I fought against it, spurring the horse along with my heels. 
 
    We reached the top of the hill, and I almost fell off my horse at the sight before me. Ravenwood Castle stood before us, surrounded by a large stone wall. I could spot the peaks of the rooftop hulking behind the gate and a strong shudder rippled through my body. Ravenwood held the promise of power. I could feel it in every inch of my body. 
 
    “Nadya!” I heard my name called from behind us. “Do not go behind those walls.” 
 
    I looked behind me and saw Liam had caught up, barely three horse lengths behind. His beast, something between a horse and a dragon, burst through the glamour, scattering dust in all directions. He caught my eye. 
 
    The guard nearest me rushed at him with extreme speed. Liam reacted to his sword with one of his own, swiping it at the man. The blade cut the guard across the arm and Liam used his foot to kick him from his horse. He flew off, tumbling onto the dusty ground while his horse ran forward. Liam charged in my direction. 
 
    Once he was close enough he said, “Don’t do this.” 
 
    “I have to!” I cried. “I need to know the truth!” 
 
    I heard the metal gate wrench open, anticipating our arrival. 
 
    “You do. I owe you the truth. Let me give it to you.” His eyes shifted to the castle. “You will not get the truth there—not the kind you want.” 
 
    His voice contained sincerity—something I’d never heard from him before. Liam was always confident. Strong. Right now he looked terrified, from the strain in his face to the rigid tension of his muscles. To the contrary, I felt immense power course through my veins and every step my horse took toward the castle it wove deep, like vines looking to root. It clung to me like a dark cloud. The only thing that cut through it was the surging energy I received from Liam. 
 
    “You feel it,” he said, over the stampeding horses. “It’s not the kind of power you want. I may not have told you everything, but I haven’t lied to you. Not yet.” 
 
    But I’d made up my mind. I would go to Eleanor and hear her story. I would find out more about this power she had to offer and why her land filled me with a dark craving. I picked up my reins, prepared to lash them once more, but something flashed in my peripheral vision, a blinding light. My horse reared and threw me off. I fell hard on my side and heard the crack of bone. Grace shouted my name, but she was far away. I opened my eyes and saw her on the other side of the wall. She’d made it to the castle. 
 
    “Grace!” I shouted, hoping she’d come get me, but from my dazed spot on the ground I saw an enormous guard holding her back. Liam strode to the gate. The guard held his ground, but his fear was palpable. I rose and rushed forward on wobbly legs, just as the gate groaned and crashed with a ringing finality. 
 
    I lunged to the gate, feeling the magic coursing through the metal. It shocked like electricity and I jumped back, my hands blistered. Liam used the distraction to grab me grabbed me and flee. 
 
    It’s not like I had much choice. Ravenwood had closed its doors on me. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Liam 
 
    To be honest, I’d have expected more of a fight from Nadya when she was separated from Grace. The determination in her eyes along with the way Ravenwood’s magic identified her made me think this was a battle I would lose. The darkness called her in a way even my bond couldn’t compete with. I had to try, though. I couldn’t let her walk through that gate, so I bluffed. 
 
    I had approached the guard like I possessed the power to dominate him. I knew my reputation. It was well earned, but even I couldn’t enter Ravenwood without an invitation. 
 
    To my surprise, the gate shut her out. In the magic, even though it spoke to the blood in Nadya’s veins, there was something that pushed her away. What did Ravenwood fear? 
 
    Whatever it was it gave me the chance to take her back into my possession. I brought her back to the dwelling. My dwelling. 
 
    My Otherworld home. 
 
    The structure was tiny—the opposite of my home in Illinois. I rarely came here; it was mostly for sentiment that I even retained it. At the very base level it was a reminder of where I’d come from before I’d followed my father’s footsteps and entered the Guard. The dwelling was little more than one room with a fireplace, bed and a table. But it was close to Ravenwood and well camouflaged.  No one would find us here. 
 
    Nadya sat across from me in a straight-backed, wooden chair. Her hands were bound behind her back. I couldn’t trust her after the last time we were together. When she’d almost killed me by sucking out every ounce of my essence. In my defense, she had been straddled across my legs and had her shirt off. I can’t say I wouldn’t be susceptible again under the same circumstances. 
 
    “Are you ready to do this?” I asked. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Be honest with one another.” Her eyes narrowed. She trusted me very little. Who knew what sort of lies Grace had told her. “I should have realized Grace was your friend, or at least that it was someone from Eleanor’s kingdom. She’s bound to do Eleanor’s bidding.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s how things work here. You’re aligned with one kingdom or the other, unless you’re a Guard.” 
 
    “Then who are you aligned with?” 
 
    “The land itself. I am loyal to Otherworld, not to either kingdom. Specifically, I protect the portal, which is used by both kingdoms as an entrance to your world.” 
 
    “So you’re Switzerland.” 
 
    “That’s a fairly accurate description.” 
 
    The fire in the fireplace cracked and popped and Nadya shifted her eyes from mine. “What is this place?” 
 
    “This is where I was born.” 
 
    “Like actually born?” I nodded. “Do you not have hospitals or doctors?” 
 
    “We have midwives and those gifted in healing.” 
 
    “Our kind of healing?” 
 
    “Similar—but it’s their true gift. Not one created by a bond.” 
 
    “So this is your home.” She studied the room closely, eyes lingering over the minimal space. Quite the opposite of my other home filled top to bottom with possessions. “Where is your family?” 
 
    “They’re gone. I am the only one left.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ve been alone for a long time, Nadya. I’m used to isolation other than in my work.” 
 
    She’d looked sad when I said I was alone. Even sadder when I mentioned my isolation. Her emotion made me uncomfortable. She straightened up, wincing at the binding on her wrists and said, “Tell me about the kingdoms.” 
 
    “Okay,” I replied, trying to figure out the best way to summarize. “Currently there are two, Ravenwood and Solar, but that has not always been the way. Long ago we were united under one kingdom.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “The Queen was born of the original Goddess, a perfect division of light and dark. For centuries this type of balanced ruler commanded our land, until she sired a daughter. Once the girl came into her full powers, she would replace the Queen.” 
 
    Nadya asked. “So like the yin and yang of royalty? 
 
    I had no reply to that so I continued. “In Otherworld magic is the determination of power. The more you have the more respected you are. Those born from the line of the original Goddess have the strongest powers of all the Sidhe, although it can vary. It is usually not much of a challenge. Abilities manifest over time and the Queen prepares to hand over her throne to her daughter. This way of crowning a queen lasted for many generations, but then the unthinkable happened. The Queen birthed triplets.” 
 
    “Three at once!” 
 
    “Three incredibly strong choices and due to this, Queen Celeste watched them closely to see who carried the right balance of light and dark. One in particular caught her eye. Her magic was strong and pure, whereas the other two battled between light and dark. Each a little too heavy on one side or the other. You see, the strongest Sidhe balance the two. Too much dark leads to deceit and destruction—it’s like a drug addiction that cannot be sated. Too much lightness and the kingdom loses itself. Fun and gaity can be a wonderful thing, until there isn’t enough food for the people. Celeste had no choice but to choose the daughter with the best balance between the two.” 
 
    While I spoke Nadya stilled, listening to the story of her Sidhe background. I wondered if she could tell where the story would end—or rather, how it would end. 
 
     She asked, “How did Celeste decide?” 
 
    “She never got the chance. The night before the girls were supposed to exhibit their talents, she died.” 
 
    Nadya rolled her eyes. “Awfully convenient.” 
 
    “Wasn’t it? The kingdom awoke to find everyone in utter distress. People demanded that a new queen be crowned immediately, but there was on final problem. The princess expected to win the crown had gone missing—vanished completely from Otherworld.” 
 
    “Was she murdered, too?” 
 
    “No, not then, at least. The other two princesses were safe and sound. Their mother’s land refused to recognize them and they created their own kingdoms.” 
 
    Nayda’s eyes gleamed with interest. “So now we’re down to two heirs and we’ve got two kingdoms. Light and dark, Grace mentioned this. So where do Eleanor and Fiona fall in the legacy of all this?” 
 
    “Fiona and Eleanor are two of Celeste’s daughters.” 
 
    “Oh wow.” She slumped in her chair. I could see the wheels spinning. “I thought we were talking about ancient history.” 
 
    “Well, in human terms we are. Sidhe live much longer than humans; they have both been ruling for several centuries.” 
 
    “Neither of them have had daughters to take on the throne.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So that’s how it is here, you live in Ravenwood or Solar and follow one queen or the other. What happened to Celeste’s kingdom?” 
 
    “The Goddess’s kingdom was magnificent. People respected the land and in return, it flourished and gave back to the Sidhe that lived there. Once Celeste died and Fiona and Eleanor left, it turned into a wasteland. It’s now called the Deadlands and every year the desolation and despair of the region inches closer and closer to the other kingdoms. The original kingdom must be reclaimed by the heir of the original Goddess.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” she said. 
 
     “It’s not so farfetched. There’s a group—the Rebels—that have been searching for the third princess all these years with a wish to bring back a unified order and peace,” I explain. 
 
    Nadya snorted. “What kind of fool would come back to this? Surely she’d be killed on the spot by Eleanor and Fiona—I have a feeling they’re not keen to give up their kingdoms.” 
 
    “No, they aren’t. Not at all. It has always been dangerous for the princess to return home and those of us who guard the land have vowed our protection to her. We no longer have much choice. The Deadlands are encroaching on the other kingdoms, and if it continues our entire land, a large portion of Otherworld, will cease to exist. 
 
    The inclusion of the Guard and therefore myself brought curiosity to Nadya’s face. “You’ve been protecting the third princess?” 
 
    “I did. Until I failed.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “How did you fail?” 
 
    I moved for the first time from my seat to kneel before her. “Claudia was the third princess. Sister to Eleanor and Fiona.” 
 
    “Claudia? My mother? But she protects the portal.” 
 
    “She did once she left Otherworld and crossed over. My father swore allegiance to her and offered her safe passage. When he died it became my duty.” 
 
    “And when she died?” she asked, warily. 
 
    “You became my duty.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Nadya 
 
    I took a deep breath and fought against the ropes that bound my hands. If Liam hadn’t tied me down, I would have bolted halfway through his story. Long before he got to the part about me being Sidhe royalty. 
 
    Wanted royalty. With a price and bounty on my head. 
 
     It was pretty clear that I needed to get out of Otherworld and back on my home turf—maybe even a little further than that. If Liam’s fairy tale was true then I’d been a sitting duck at the airport for years. At the very least since my mother had been murdered. “So what you’re telling me,” I said to Liam, who still knelt before me, “Is that my mother was first in line to rule Otherworld and that’s why she was murdered?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “These are the same people that have been after me?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. He had the nerve to look worried about me. He needed to worry about himself. 
 
    “And at no time did you think you should tell me this?” 
 
    “Of course I wanted to tell you. I promised your mother I wouldn’t.” 
 
    I laughed. “That’s rich. You’re blaming a dead woman for this?” 
 
    “Nadya, it is very dangerous for you to be here. I tried to explain that to you and I’ve done everything I could to keep you safe.” He raised an eyebrow. “Which has been made more difficult and absolutely infuriating by you doing everything you possibly could to disobey me.” 
 
    “I don’t take orders from you,” I snapped. 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    We stared at one another for a long, static filled moment. The rope binding my hands dug deep into my wrists. He finally asked, “If I untie you, will you stay put?” 
 
    I considered it. I wanted to run, but where would I go? To Solar or Ravenwood? Before Liam stopped me I’d almost walked straight to my death with Grace. For once in my life, I realized, I needed to think rationally. I eyed Liam, handsome as ever, staring at me expectantly. I needed to get back home and Liam’s transport was probably the only way back. “Yes, I’ll be good.” 
 
    A smirk tugged at his mouth. “I didn’t request that. Just that you wouldn’t run.” 
 
     Even as my world crashed down he couldn’t help but flirt a little. At least some things in my life were consistent. 
 
    “So they both want to kill me?” I asked, as he untied the rope. Released, I moved my hands forward. Liam caught them between his own and kissed the insides of each wrist. The painful red marks disappeared. 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure if they want to kill you, Nadya, but they do want you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You’re family,” he said. “Something that’s hard to come by over here. Despite the political situation, Fiona and Eleanor are your aunts. And they aren’t bad people. Fiona is gentle and kind. Eleanor is strong-willed and powerful. But they rule opposing kingdoms and it never hurts to have an ally on their side.” 
 
    “Then why approach me with violence and lies?” 
 
    He shrugged. “You’re the unknown, and your mother was very powerful. They do not understand that you were raised unaware of your true nature. In their mind you could be planning an attack on them to take back your rightful throne.” 
 
    I considered the training and everything Liam and the other Guards had taught me over the last couple of months. The shared moments between Liam and me—the feeling of power that surged between us when we were together. How that power made both of us stronger. Was this his ultimate motivation? To use me to take over the kingdom? 
 
    “What?” he asked, eyes narrowed in concern. 
 
    “I’m just really confused. I have no idea who to trust and what anyone wants from me.” 
 
    “You can trust me.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “Can I?” 
 
    Hurt flashed behind his ice blue eyes. In a swift motion he pulled me from my seat so we were standing, face to face. His hands cupped my face. “I’ll tell you for the last time, Nadya, I will support, protect and fight for you until my death. That is the oath I took the day I became a Guard. You and the portal are my only concerns. Never doubt that.” 
 
    “Okay, I get it,” I said. “I’m your job.” 
 
    He lowered his face toward mine and I felt his breath on my cheek. “Three months ago you were my job. Now? Gods, Nadya, you’re my everything.” 
 
    His lips pressed against mine and the room burst with blue light. My knees buckled but he caught me, pulling me closer. My skin prickled with heat and the intense desire to be touched. To touch him. I fumbled with the hem of his shirt, reaching beneath the fabric to feel his stomach before moving to his chest. Quickly he removed his shirt and I ran my hands over the hard muscles bathed in the bluish tint of our shared energy. 
 
    I kissed the sensitive skin on his collarbone and then the runes marked on his shoulder. Liam shuddered and pulled back, catching both of my hands in one of his own. In a husky voice he said, “You’re not going to try to kill me again, are you?” 
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    A small smile ghosted over his lips. “I love your strength, but in the future let’s fight together—not against one another.” 
 
    I nodded, aching from the distance he’d placed between us. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” Liam laughed, releasing my hands. His upbeat demeanor quickly disappeared when I used my newfound freedom to unbutton my shirt. The fabric dropped to the floor and I took another step backward, toward the bed. “Don’t play games with me, Nadya. Not now.” 
 
    I saw the struggle on his face and it was more than obvious that his body wanted the same thing I did. He ran a finger between my breasts, down to my waist. “It’s not a game, Liam. There’s something about this place, the way the magic flows that…” I took his hand so we were both next to the edge of the bed. In a wave of blue, I fell back and sank into the thick, feathered mattress. Liam stood over me—the final traces hesitation disappearing as his eyes roamed my body. 
 
    “I’m ready. I trust you. I want you.” 
 
    A low rumble sounded in his chest, beneath the hard muscle and protective runes. He joined me on the bed and I waited, eager for him to make the first move—this experience was entirely new to me. I was left in his hands. His capable, powerful hands. 
 
    He kissed my lips, the spot just below my ears and a hot trail between my breasts. The pace surprised me—slow and thoughtful. Every other encounter between us had been fast—filled with intensity and need. Not this time. The way his fingers and mouth roamed my body, lingering in each spot long enough to wind me tighter and tighter, made it clear he was determined to make it last. Heat spurred between us, spreading across my body, eliciting a reaction I’d never quite felt before. 
 
    He moved lower, spreading my thighs. His tongue flicked against the inside flesh of my legs, inching so close…I clutched his shoulders, nerves warring in my belly. He stilled and looked up, eyes darkened with hunger. With that touch a vision or rather a word washed over me. Not the past or the future, but now. The endless chant running through Liam’s mind and heart. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    The word, repeated endlessly between his brain and mine, wasn’t filled with simple possession. The emotion behind the word was relentless. Consuming. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak but no words formed, just the sigh of his name. My cheeks burned hot with awkward embarrassment, which got even more humiliating when a wicked grin lifted the edges of his mouth and I saw a flash of his tongue, pink and wet. I could fight him. I could turn this around, but I knew with certainty I did not want to. I arched my back for him and braced myself when his mouth met my flesh. 
 
    Bless the Gods, indeed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    Liam 
 
    Rolled on my side, I faced Nadya, taking in her flushed cheeks and the whisper of a grin on her lips. Beneath the thin linen sheet her chest rose and fell as she steadied her breathing with shallow, satisfied inhalations. With her eyes firmly glued to the ceiling she said in a quiet voice, “That was unexpected.” 
 
    “Was it? I’ve waited patiently to get my hands,” I reached for her and kissed her palm, “and mouth on you. I hope it was worth the wait.” 
 
    Her eyes cut in my direction. “I just thought…you know.” 
 
    “That we’d make love?” She shrugged, eyes back on the low ceiling. The beams were solid oak, built by my grandfather many centuries before. “When you trust me fully is when we’ll combine our bodies and unite our strength.” 
 
    “I do trust you.” 
 
    “More than before, but I understand better now that I have to earn your trust.” I glanced to the precious area below her stomach. “That was an act of good faith as well as affection.” 
 
    She turned to face me, sheet tight around her chest. I could see the dip between her breasts and longed to devour them, but the serious expression on her face stopped me. “Thank you,” she said. “For being careful with me. I do trust you, but yeah, it’s going to take a while for me to really get my bearings here. I have no idea what to do. Should I leave? Should I try to talk to Eleanor or Fiona?” 
 
    I considered the question. “I think you should meet them on some sort of level ground. Protected if possible.” An idea lit up in my head. “Your kingdom. That is where you should meet them.” 
 
    “My, uh, what?” 
 
    “Kingdom. Celeste’s castle has been empty since her death.” 
 
    “You mean neither Fiona or Eleanor took her castle?” 
 
    “No, the land will only accept its rightful heir. Typically it will accept the person that the Queen names, or the rightful owner upon her death. When Celeste passed, followed by Claudia leaving Otherworld, the land did not accept either of the remaining sisters as its ruler. The assumption was that Claudia was the rightful heir and the castle was abandoned. “ 
 
    “Just because my mother had this power doesn’t mean that I do, too.” 
 
    I took her chin in my hand and kissed her soft on the lips. “You may not, but I would be willing to bet my finest sword that you do.” 
 
    She frowned. “You’d bet a weapon? Like, not your life or home or something?” 
 
    “A Guard is only as good as his best weapon, Nadya.” We both glanced at the bronze blade leaning against the fireplace. My father gave me that sword and his father before him. It had killed many men in many battles. I wouldn’t give it up lightly. Nadya may not have faith in herself but I had a feeling—no more than that, that she was destined for greatness. “Would you like to test the theory? See how the land reacts to you.” 
 
    “Now?” An eagerness spread across her face. I was crazy to let her out of this bed without taking her first. Gods knew when she’d give me another try. 
 
    “Get dressed,” I said, already reaching for my trousers. She hopped from the bed and picking up her discarded clothes. I kept an eye on her, half aroused and a hundred percent smitten. Little did she know how much I cared for her, equal to the way my body craved her. So much that, at times, the flame between us burned so hot I could see no outcome but getting scalded. Buttoning my shirt, I considered how to my knowledge there were no runes to protect a heart, not from the kind of damage Nadya would inflict on me. 
 
    A glutton, bound by fate, I hung my sword from my belt and handed Nadya her own blades. Whatever the outcome, whatever the pain, she would be worth it. 
 
    Nadya followed me out the door and around the back of the cottage to the small, hidden shelter, enclosed in a hillside. “The best way to live peacefully in Otherworld is to do it quietly. There are many cottages hidden throughout the kingdoms. Some people prefer the larger towns and many want the glamour of court life, but not everyone. My family always lived on the fringes, even after we swore our lives to the Guard.” 
 
    I opened the barn door and found my beast waiting. I lured her out by her harness. 
 
    Nadya stood back and eyed it warily. “What the hell is that, anyway?” 
 
    “My horse, Camelot.” 
 
    “That is not a horse,” Nadya declared with a look of displeasure and fear. “I rode a horse yesterday with Grace.” 
 
    “Yes, and look how easily I caught up with you.” I patted the head of my beast. “There are variations of animals here. This one a hybrid of sorts—a horse bred with a dragon, but for lack of better term it still performs the function of horse. She’s stronger, faster and incredibly loyal.” 
 
    She stared at the horse’s feet, which instead of standard hooves had sharp talons. “Will it hurt me?” 
 
    “Not if you don’t hurt her.” 
 
    “Her? You named your female dragon-horse thing Camelot?” She looked as though she was having second thoughts about me. 
 
    “I like the name.” I shrugged. 
 
    “And she lives in that cavern?” 
 
    “It’s not a cavern. It’s a safe shelter and I generally keep her at the stable near the portal when I am not here,” I said. Catching Nadya’s hand, I brought her closer. “You’re afraid of a horse but not a soldier with a claw for a hand?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid, it’s just…different. And for the record, I am afraid of those soldiers. Terrified.” Tentatively she reached out and stroked the horse’s head. 
 
    “She’ll get us there quickly; I estimate by tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “It’s that far away?” 
 
    “We’re deep in the Ravenwood forest. We must pass through a portion of Solar before we get to Celeste’s kingdom.” I lifted a bag I had stashed in the barn and strapped it to Camelot’s back. “We’ll camp overnight.” 
 
    “I had no idea Otherworld was so large.” 
 
    “It’s the same size as your world. This is just part of it. Travel here isn’t as easy and people are more likely to stick close to their homes. If we were traveling by car we would be there by twilight. On beast it will take a bit longer.” 
 
    I mounted the horse and assisted Nadya to a sitting position behind me. She pressed close, automatically wrapping her arms around my waist. Our bond tingled, sending energy through my body, and the horse shivered, feeling the charge. 
 
    “She feels the power between us,” I explained, using my heels to get her moving. 
 
    We hadn’t gone far when Nadya said, “I can’t find your cottage.” 
 
    I glanced back. “No, it’s well hidden. There are times I have a hard time locating it. Luckily, my mother placed wards around the house that allows it to recognize me.” 
 
    “Clever. Like a security system.” 
 
    “Yes, and only I hold the code.” She chuckled softly in my ear and tightened her grip around my waist. I could think of worse ways to spend the day.  
 
    We traveled down a well-used road, dusty with dark sand. I explained to Nadya that the landscape was typical for this part of Otherworld. Ravenwood was surrounded by dense forests filled with beasts. The people that lived here were strong. Many were hunters who aligned with dark magic, which was evident by the slight chill in the air. 
 
    “So magic has different feelings?” she asked. 
 
    “Eventually you’ll be able to recognize it. Darker magic brings cool air and a metallic scent. Lighter relies on warmth and the earth.” 
 
    “And using dark magic is bad?” 
 
    “No, not exactly. As I’ve said, it’s best to carry a balance of both kinds. Dark magic is more parasitic. Feeding from the land and its inhabitants. Eleanor lives in constant paranoia and fear which requires a large army and focus on the military. She requires her subjects to be unwaveringly loyal. She gains this through fear.” 
 
    “Like Grace.” I feel Nadya’s breath on my cheek. “In a vision I saw terrible marks down her back.” 
 
    “Eleanor can be a harsh queen, there is no doubt about that.” 
 
    “What about Fiona? Is she a wimp or something?” 
 
    I snort. “Hardly. Although Fiona is quite the opposite of her sister, she is still very strong. She lives for beauty and passion. She doesn’t demand loyalty, but her subjects are bewitched by her. They feel complete in her presence. She can charm almost anyone she meets with a spell or gift.” 
 
    “Actually, that sounds more like Grace. She was really nice to me.” I said nothing more, keeping my suspicions to myself. Camelot moved at a quick pace and the landscape changed from the stark, wintery forest to a more moderate environment. “We’re nearing the border; things are a little more weather friendly around here.” 
 
    Nadya lifted a hand in the air and waved her fingers. “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “I can feel it. The magic. The oppressive weight of darkness is lifting and there’s more of the light.” I turned and saw her bright smile. “This is amazing.” 
 
    “The longer you’re here the more you’ll sense it.” And the stronger she’d become, I wanted to add. This was all moving faster than I wanted. I had hoped she’d have more time to train in the human world, but we were here now and there wasn’t much I could do about it. 
 
    “We’re almost to Solar, right?” 
 
    We were very close to the border. “Yes.” 
 
    She let out a relieved sigh. “That’s good, we’ll be safer there.” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate Fiona,” I warned, feeling the change in magic myself. We’d managed to get through Ravenwood unchallenged but I suspected that was intentional. Eleanor already knew we were here. She was probably trying to figure out why the castle closed itself on Nadya and was waiting to make her next move. Fiona? Only the Gods knew what she had planned. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    Nadya 
 
    Other than Liam’s information about Otherworld, our travels through Ravenwood and into Solar were uneventful. I was happy to enter Solar though, as the cool, oppressive magic I felt in Ravenwood wove around me like the arms of an octopus. Frightening, yet bearing the promise of immense power. My own thirst for magic prickled at the opportunity, but I had no control over anything like this. Not yet, at least. 
 
    As Camelot swiftly ran down the road, I listened closely to the stories Liam told and tried to glean what he was keeping from me. I did trust him more, but he had an unrelenting habit of keeping secrets from me. It was all for my safety, he would’ve argued, but they were still secrets, or at the very best “omissions”, and I needed to know everything about this crazy land my mother came from. 
 
    Liam’s tale about the three princesses was eye opening, and none of it aligned with the woman I grew up with. She was kind and fun. She worked hard and doted on her family. My father worshipped her, and her death had caused a gaping hole in our home. At no point did I get the idea that she was royalty and possibly the most powerful queen in Otherworld. I never knew she was on the run. I couldn’t help but wonder if my father knew all of her secrets. 
 
    Secrets. It seemed to be the Sidhe way. 
 
    Solar had an expected brighter feel. Green trees, warm air. Wildflowers grew on the side of the road, this time made of hard, red clay. From the woods that grew up around the road I heard the twittering of birds and other animals. A fox slunk into the brush just before we passed by. “What’s with all the wildlife?” 
 
    “It’s part of the landscape here. Both light and dark can manipulate animals, but over here it’s more likely to be Snow White stuff, like birds and squirrels.” 
 
    “What about in Ravenwood?” 
 
    “Cold weather animals. Bears, elk, moose. Birds too, but not the ones that like warmth.” 
 
     It was all starting to make a little more sense. I leaned forward and said, “I could get used to living somewhere like this.” 
 
    “That’s Fiona’s plan, you know, make it so appealing you’ll never leave.” 
 
    “And Eleanor’s?” 
 
    “Make you so scared you never will.” 
 
    Camelot pushed forward and I inhaled the sweet scent of flowers. The sun baked on my cheeks and I laid my cheek against Liam’s back. “It’s hard to feel scared here. In fact, it’s making me feel a lot of things.” Liam’s back straightened and he replied with a grunt. I ran my fingers through the fringe of hair on his neck and pressed my lips against his skin. “Scared isn’t one of them.” 
 
    He tugged on the reins and slowed the beast’s pace. “It’s the flowers. You have to be very careful with everything here. Smells, food, drinks…anything can hold magic.” 
 
    “Like the honey flavored lip gloss?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    The thought nagged in my head but Liam spurred Camelot with his heels. “Why are you immune to all this?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not, but I’ve had a lot of training for this kind of thing. Eventually you’ll get better at identifying risks.” 
 
    I tried to zero in on the scent that was making me so…amorous, but everything about this place overwhelmed my senses. I caught another scent. Tree branches hung over our heads, dotted with birds and large white flower blossoms. I inhaled and was struck by a wave of drowsiness. “Oh man, this place is crazy,” I said but wasn’t able to finish another thought. I scooted closer to Liam and wrapped my legs tight around his hips. My head dropped to his back. Okay, maybe a nap would make the journey faster and the effects less. 
 
    I dreamed of Liam’s cottage and saw ghosts of him as a child. He was with a woman—presumably his mother. They had the same dark hair. The dream shifted, and this time he jousted and fought in the front yard with a man who had the same intense blue eyes. A feeling of love and happiness filled my chest, replacing the ones from earlier. I felt grounded. 
 
    In the middle of chasing the hazy tail of the dream, Camelot came to an abrupt stop, jarring me awake. I heard the sound of Liam’s sword being pulled from the leather sheath, and a firm hand gripped my thigh and squeezed. A warning to remain alert and quiet. 
 
    I heard a man speak and I froze. “Do you have permission to travel this road?” 
 
    “Callum, is that you?” Liam asked. I fought the urge to look. 
 
    “Liam Caldwell?” The other man made a surprised sound. 
 
    “Yes, it’s me. How are you? Your family?” 
 
    “They are well.” I heard the sound of his horse’s hooves on the ground. “What are you doing here? The road from Ravenwood is closed.” 
 
    “Why would it be closed?” 
 
    I placed a hand on Liam’s back and felt his heart racing. But his voice did not betray unsteady nerves. A flash of the man filled my mind. Similar in age to Liam. Reddish-yellow hair. A thick beard of the same shade. He wore the crest of the Guard, just like I saw at the portal house. A co-worker of Liam’s? Was this a good thing? 
 
    “There was a breach in security at the portal yesterday,” he explained casually but then his voice tensed. “Out of your side of things, but you know that. That’s why you’re here.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. It’s under control.” 
 
    Callum’s horse shifted once again and I heard a tittering from up in the trees. Rows of birds sat on the branches. They looked like they were watching the scene unfold. “Who is that with you?” 
 
    “A prisoner. I’m taking her to back to the guard house.” 
 
    “What did she do?” 
 
    “A thief. I picked her up down the road, trying to escape into Ravenwood’s forests.” 
 
    “There is a notice for a human girl involved with rebel activity. That somehow she crossed the portal—that wouldn’t be her, would it?” 
 
    I gripped my own blades, terrified of being discovered. What would they do if they found me? Hand me over to Fiona? Eleanor? I needed to get to neutral land. 
 
    “This girl is Sidhe through and through; she used a cloaking spell to get into barns and steal food. She had couple of tools in her bag as well.” Liam spoke in his normal calm tone. “I need to get her processed and then back to the Otherside. Can’t delay too long—it was good to see you though.” 
 
    Liam kicked his heels into Camelot and we started off. I kept my face turned and held my breath as we passed by the Guard. I exhaled and released my grip on my blades, but noticed the tension in Liam’s back. He was still on alert. 
 
    “What?” I asked in a whisper. 
 
    “This isn’t over,” he answered. “Stay down.” We traveled forward another beat or two but a shout from the forest brought me to a sitting position. Soldiers poured from the woods. I heard a commotion behind me and looked back. Callum charged at me from behind. 
 
    Liam cursed under his breath and commanded, “Prepare yourself.” 
 
    In an instant we were surrounded by men in brown and green uniforms, atop huge horses. Camelot’s long, scaly tail swished defensively and my eyes were on everyone but especially Liam, trying to figure out how he was going to get us out of this. 
 
    “Liam—“ I whispered, but my words were cut short by the sound of hoof beats and the sensation of being dragging off Camelot’s back. Liam drew his sword and lunged in my direction, but it was too late. The other soldiers had begun their assault. 
 
    “Fight him,” he growled at me, before charging toward his attackers on Camelot’s back. His blade shone bright as he sliced through the soldiers. They didn’t falter but continued with a fierceness I hadn’t seen since Eleanor’s men breached the portal. 
 
    While Liam fought a handful of soldiers, I struggled against the guard holding onto the back of my shirt. I gagged, the fabric choked me. He was too strong. 
 
    “Submit,” he commanded and I fell limp against his side, seeking air. His knuckles brushed against my skin and a quick image flew into my mind. A jagged scar over his left knee. A weak spot. It was all I had, all the information I could get, but it would give me the upper hand. I kicked back with all my strength and landed a blow against his knee. He cried out and stumbled, releasing me. 
 
    “It’s you. The Lost Queen,” he sputtered, getting his first good look at my face. “Have mercy on me.” 
 
    Another freaking queen? If Liam withheld information from me again… I pushed the thought away and focused on the man on the ground. 
 
    “Run if you don’t want me to kill you,” I said, holding my dagger over my head. I realized though, he couldn’t run. His knee was busted for good. I figured I should question him about this Lost Queen thing. Did he think I was Claudia? I turned to face him but was distracted by the grunts and the sharp clash of swords behind me. The guard on the ground couldn’t fight but he could distract me while the battle between Liam and the other soldiers raged on. I glanced back and saw he’d felled three men, but he four remained, circling him like a piece of meat. A gash of blood trailed down Liam’s arm and he favored his right leg. 
 
    “I will kill you if I see you again,” I said, lashing my blade in Callum’s direction. I missed on purpose but he shied away, realizing the truth to my threat. I spun and raced toward Liam. 
 
    “Stay back,” he barked, but there was no way I’d leave him to fight this alone. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” I said. “You know me better than that.” 
 
    I charged forward and punched the nearest soldier in the kidney. His body was thick, rippled with muscle, and my hit was as effective as I’d been against the punching bag at the gym. I doubled down, crouching for balance. 
 
     “What’s this?” he asked, eyes sweeping over me. “A thief isn’t worth a guard’s protection. Caldwell’s hiding you for a reason.” 
 
    “You talk too much,” I said. 
 
     “And you lack appropriate fear.” His eyes narrowed. “I imagine Queen Fiona will want to know why you’re fighting with your captor.” 
 
    “Caldwell doesn’t own me,” I said, brushing past the series of “mine’s” he’d thought during our earlier, personal encounter. “He doesn’t fight for me either.” 
 
    I swiped at him with my blades, barely grazing his arms and legs. He was fast, too fast, and I realized quickly I was out of my element. He slapped my hands and both blades fell to the ground. A vison flooded my mind and I barely suppressed a shudder. He didn’t just want to kill me. He wanted more. 
 
    “Feisty, eh? You must be something special if he’s willing to die for you.” Behind him heard Liam grunt as he took another punch. The solider took a step forward, copper blade waving back and forth. One move and he’d easily run it through me. 
 
     Back home, Colleen had instructed me to flee if I got in over my head. Liam told me the same thing. Never take on an opponent that will kill you. From the look in this bastard’s eye, I could tell that was exactly what he planned to do—only after he’d done far worse. 
 
    He reached out with a giant, filthy hand and clenched it tight around my neck. He pulled me close and I turned away from his rank hot, breath. He’d obviously been drinking recently. 
 
     “Skinny, but it will do,” he grabbed the front of my shirt and tore at the fabric. The heat from his hand around my neck brought another vision. I shut my eyes to block it out, but it was inside my head. 
 
    Small villages. Girls. Women. All ages, all sizes. Bit lips, bruised skin. Dirty hands against clean flesh. 
 
    I shivered, seeing a series of faces, each filled with the same terror. The fear inside me twisted and burned, turning into something beyond my own rage. It multiplied into the anger of everyone he’d ever assaulted. 
 
    My eyes flicked to the trees above us, branches laden with birds. My head leaned back and I screeched, inexplicably calling them into my service. They cried and cawed in response flying through the air, diving toward the soldiers. The pig that held my neck dropped me at the sight of the birds and I saw the flicker of fear cross his face. He looked back at me, mouth agape and realization struck. 
 
    “You—“ he said, but the sound of his voice was drowned out by the thousands of birds coming our way. The soldiers pummeling Liam released him and gaped at the sky. He fell hard to his knees. Blood dripped from the tip of the sword at his side. 
 
    “Liam!” I ran toward him, toward the birds, but they parted, leaving me clear passage. The men cried, the first birds making their attack—gouging eyes and pecking exposed skin. Their screams echoed through the woods, but soon the only sound was the incessant beating of wings. 
 
    I gathered Liam up and called out, “Camelot!” The beast came running to our aid and bowed to her knees so Liam could get on her back. We raced down the road, Camelot blazing our trail. I had no idea if she knew where we were going but we had to get away from there. She veered off the road following a sense of direction I didn’t understand. Just before we disappeared into the thick green forest, I looked back and saw a cyclone five stories high, spiraling downward. The birds would take care of it. 
 
      
 
    The sound of screams and beating wings rang in my ears long after we’d left the road and entered the woods. The ambush had almost been the end of us, or would have if the birds hadn’t intervened. 
 
     Under the canopy of trees it was shady and cool. Regardless, Liam’s wounded body burned hot. The fuzzy echo of flapping wings was replaced by the overanxious beating of a heart, pressed tight against my chest. Liam held onto Camelot’s saddle with the limited strength he had left. I cradled him against my chest and as we traveled, I healed him with my hands and mouth. 
 
    We’d followed the same path for quite a distance when we reached the river. The sound of Camelot’s hooves sloshing through the water roused Liam from his haze. 
 
    “Better?” I asked. 
 
    He turned and touched my cheek, no doubt smearing dirt across my face. We were both filthy. “Yes, thank you,” he said, now holding my face in his hands. He leaned forward and kissed me. When we parted he asked, “Did you do that back there?” 
 
    I nodded. He looked as confused as I felt. “I think so. Who were those men? We’re they part of the rebel group you spoke of?” 
 
    He didn’t answer but said, “Hopefully there were no survivors. If that kind of information got out…” 
 
    “What? What would happen?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly, but I doubt it will be good. There’s a reason I wanted to keep your abilities concealed.” He picked up the reins. “I do know we need to get to safe ground and then get you back home.” 
 
    “It’s getting dark.” 
 
    The sun slipped behind the trees. “Camelot took us the right direction. There’s shelter ahead. We’ll be safe for the night.” 
 
    The beast trudged across the river, wading deep enough for our feet to get wet. Twilight was in full effect as we dismounted, and Liam secured Camelot to a tree close enough to the water for her to drink. 
 
     “This way,” he directed, heading down a small, overgrown path. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I told you, somewhere safe.” He grinned in a lame attempt to reassure me. I wove my fingers with his, feeling the bond hold tight. We came to a wall of thick growing bamboo. “Just through here,” he said. He twisted to the side, squeezing in between the shoots. I copied his movements, searching for fresh air in the muggy trees. A firm yank on my hand pulled me out, and the cool air I sought met me on the other side. I took a deep breath before stopping short in surprise. 
 
    “This…what is this? It’s beautiful.” 
 
    We’d emerged in a green valley of plant and animal life. All around us stood a sanctuary of soft mossy ground and smooth boulders. A small creek ran through the land and vines with pink and red blossoms hung from the trees. Across the water I saw a woman with long blonde hair tied back in complicated braids. She spotted Liam and smiled. 
 
    “Liam,” she called. She strode over and looked between the two of us, eyes lingering on our gripped hands. I found myself tightening my hold, which only earned me an amused glance from Liam. 
 
    “What a surprise!” the woman said. She had tiny features and perfect skin. She came closer and her smile was replaced with a look of concern. “You’re injured!” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Liam assured her. He gave her his weapons and gestured for me to do the same. Reluctantly, removed my blades, hesitant even with Liam’s direction. “But we do need rest and sanctuary.” 
 
    “Of course.” She looked at me. “I’m Merida. Welcome to the valley.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You look weary and wounded. Please, follow me so you can clean up.” She whistled a long, clear tune. A half-dozen blonde, blue-eyed women appeared at our sides. “The others will assist you immediately.” 
 
    I looked to Liam. “What is this place?” 
 
    “Sun Valley, home of the Sidhe Maidens,” he replied, helping me up a large rock. “It’s a place of refuge. Neither Fiona or Eleanor can enter here. Neither can their men.” 
 
    “Why can you?” 
 
    “These women are like me—servants of the land.” He raised an eyebrow. “Plus they like me.” 
 
    Instantly we were surrounded by women, a half-dozen at least, tugging me away from Liam. “Wait, I want to stay with him,” I argued. 
 
    “Just go,” he said, eyeing the women closest to him. “Ariana, I’ve missed you.” Jealously flared in my chest, but I had little choice. We were dragged in opposite directions. I tried my hardest to ignore his laughter and their hands on his body as we parted. 
 
    The Maidens went right to work, reaching for my tattered clothing and leading me to a spring of warm water. “Let us do this, Miss,” one said, as I fought against them. 
 
    “It would be an honor,” said another. Her voice was kind but strong. Determination shone in each of their eyes. In a heartbeat I was stripped bare and I moved to cover myself. I grabbed the hand of the Maiden coming after me with a scrub brush. A sensation of warmth and security washed over me, and all of my modesty disappeared. 
 
    “Oh,” I mused, realizing quickly that caring for others was their gift. And I was their newest patron. 
 
     I entered the pool of water by going down steps made of stone. Pebbles lined the floor. The Maidens went to work, scrubbing my hair into a lather with the most delicious smelling soap. The water soothed my aching muscles, unraveling the knots and tension in my shoulders and back. I wasn’t even aware I’d felt so bad. All of it disappeared under the bubbling surface. One Maiden poured clean water over my head while another combed through the tangles. My black hair was in sharp contrast to the lightness of this place, but their eyes held no judgment, just servitude. 
 
    When my bath was completed they wrapped me in soft, hand-woven blankets and gave me clean clothes to wear. 
 
    “This is for me?” I asked, holding up the gauzy white dress. It was similar to their own, but nicer, as theirs were made for work. 
 
    “For the night, while we repair your other clothing.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    The Maiden smiled and held up a glowing lantern. “Will you follow me?” 
 
    I had little choice, so I followed her across a path of flat stones. Full night had come to the valley and in the dark we passed a garden of vegetables, ripe and fragrant. Along the way, I saw small groupings of women and girls, eating and conversing together. I never saw any buildings or homes. They gathered on blankets surrounded by candle light or lanterns. 
 
    She turned abruptly down a path with a sandy trail and I trotted to keep up. We passed other trails that led in various directions and I asked, “Where do those lead?” 
 
    “This is the way to our sleeping areas. We don’t have rooms, exactly, but we can offer comfort to weary guests.” 
 
    We came to a dead end and she held her arm out to reveal the sight ahead of us. I gasped in awe. “It’s lovely,” I said, taking in the area beneath an enormous tree. Small lanterns hung from the branches, casting the area in a soft yellow light. Sheer fabric gave the impression of walls, but they were filmy enough to see a padded mattress at the base of the tree and pillows that lined the edges. A tray made of vines held food and drink. “This can’t be for me.” 
 
    I turned to get her reply but she was gone—the fringe of her dress disappearing behind the grass and into the dark. I heard the sound of metal clinking and faced the tree. Liam stood underneath the boughs in a pair of white linen pants and a loose tunic. In his hands he held the decanter of wine and a silver cup. He offered it to me. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” I asked, taking the cup. I sniffed and inhaled the rich scent of wine. 
 
    “I was waiting for you.” He wrapped an arm around me. Wow, he smelled as clean as I felt. 
 
    “Is this safe?” I asked, holding up the cup. 
 
    “The Valley is a sanctuary. No outside magic is allowed. If you’re allowed entry, then you will be protected the entire time of your stay. So yes, all food and drink is safe.” 
 
    With that I took a huge gulp of my wine and moved closer to the food. My stomach rumbled in anticipation. “Is this for us? Can we eat it? I’m starving.” 
 
    “Of course, it’s been almost a day since we last ate. And to answer your general question, all of this is for us. It’s where we’ll stay tonight.” 
 
    Relieved, I dropped to the ground and piled a piece of bread with a variety of cheeses and meats. Liam sat across from me and did the same, although a little less like a wild animal. Maybe they ate less here? 
 
    “You know,” I said, swallowing an unladylike bite. “I don’t think we’ve ever eaten together before. I mean, Mrs. Graves brings me food at your house but we’ve never had a meal at the same time.” 
 
    “Who would have thought our first real date would take place here?” 
 
    “In the Valley or Otherworld?” I asked. “And wait, you think this is a date?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Isn’t it? We don’t get much time off from training and well, lately, fighting. This is the first time I’ve felt like I could relax with you.” 
 
    “You worry that much?” 
 
    “Constantly.” 
 
    I watched him as he ate a handful of berries. They were pink—not a kind I had seen at home. His lips stained red and I felt the familiar tug between us. The tug that started out as a reminder but quickly wound into a tight coil in the center of my belly. 
 
    “How did you find this place?” 
 
    “The Guardians of Otherworld have a link that connects us. My father used to bring me here. Merida and I have known one another since we were children.” 
 
    “She’s very beautiful.” He nodded but never took his eyes off mine. I picked up another piece of bread and plucked small bites off to eat. “I suppose this is the part of the date where we attempt to find out more about each other,” I said. “Or at least that’s what I’ve been told. I never had much of a dating life, but you know that.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel better, I’ve never had much of one either.” 
 
    The intensity of his job and duty were etched into his face. I had no idea what Liam’s experience with women was—human or Sidhe, but dating didn’t seem like it would be high on his list of priorities. 
 
     When we’d eaten most of the food he pushed the tray aside and gathered me in his arms. A move, like the one we shared at his house the day before, that made me think he had some experience with the opposite sex. Together we snuggled into the soft mattress and pillows, and again I felt the hum of our bond. I took a peek at his face, the strong lines of his jaw and high, sharp cheekbones and realized I wanted more. I wanted all of it. With him. 
 
    I untangled myself from Liam’s arms and rose to my knees. From his spot leaning against a pillow he asked, “Going somewhere?” 
 
    I used his confusion to make my move, shifting to the spot between his legs. I approached him, still kneeling and lifted my dress over my head. Bare beneath, I waited for my typical embarrassment and modesty to take over. The look of awe and desire on Liam’s face wiped away any hesitation. He wanted me. All of me, as much as I wanted him. If our powers united, so be it. I didn’t care. 
 
    With no reason to hold back, no soldiers chasing us, training lessons to complete or wounds to heal, I felt free. More so than I had in months. With typical inhuman speed he removed his clothing and sat before me with the body of a god. I should have looked away—taken my eyes off the runes and markings. Off the etched lines of muscle. The dips perfect for my thumbs. I should have, like the inexperienced woman I was, but didn’t. Couldn’t. 
 
     We were bare. Vulnerable. Equals. 
 
    Gently, Liam moved me to my back, hands roaming over my body, exploring my lines and curves. I touched him in return, feeling the hard planes of his muscles, aware of how much he wanted me. He hovered above me, mouth close to my ear and murmured my name, “Nadya.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” I told him, brushing the hair off his forehead. I said it as much for myself as for him. 
 
    He locked his eyes to mine, positioning himself. The curtains around us rippled with a soft breeze, but inside this place—our place—it felt like we were in our own universe. That feeling of safety and security overwhelmed me as he pushed inside. I arched my back, accepting him with ease, as if joined by the gods. 
 
    I thought I knew what the bond between us meant. What it felt like. Until Liam entered me and joined our bodies, I had no idea. My fingers clamped against his back, nails tearing against his flesh. Sweat clung to our bodies and sweet, painful tension bundled in my nerves. He pressed his slick forehead against mine and pushed his tongue in my mouth. I couldn’t get enough of him. I wanted it all, the sweat, the pain, the exhilaration. On fire, I pushed back against his hips, rolling mine against his weight. The friction burned gloriously and his hands clamped around my waist. 
 
    The word I’d stolen from his mind tumbled from his lips, a breathy chant against my mouth. “Mine,” he breathed, until he gasped, fulfilling the promise of his words. Warm and deep inside, he possessed me, and I him. 
 
    He rolled off but not away, and I pressed my nose in the dip of his neck to catch my breath. I’d wondered what it would be like but never had I expected… I stopped my thoughts abruptly. Something was wrong. Missing. I sat up. “Where is the light? The bond?” 
 
    He sat up took my hand and laid it on his chest. His heart thudded wildly inside. “Do you feel it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He laid his own hand just over my breast. “Yours is the same. That is the bond.” 
 
    Now that I noticed it was missing, darkness lurked on the edge of what we’d just done. “But the light?” 
 
    “I told you, there’s no magic here—not even between us. The light is a manifestation of the magic that binds us together. The power that gives us the ability to heal. This,” he pressed his lips over my heart, “is the truth beneath the magic. The truth about us.” 
 
    “So the way I feel about you right now is real.” 
 
    He slid his hands down my back and covered my face in tiny kisses. “It is absolutely, undeniably, very real.” 
 
    Those words were all I’d needed to wipe away the lingering fear and question I’d had about Liam, he wanted me at my base, human level—not for the power I could give him. “You knew you couldn’t absorb my power?” 
 
    “I don’t want your power, Nadya. Only what the Gods choose.” The look of desire was back in his eyes. “I want you in any world, with or without magic. I love you, every part of you.” 
 
    My heart bubbled with an intensity that could only be accomplished by something unique. If it wasn’t magic, there was no other word for it but the one he just gave. “I love you too, Liam.” 
 
    Wrapped in one another we settled in the soft padding of the mattress, hidden under an ancient tree. I felt his lips on my neck, warm and reassuring. 
 
     “If we do this again, out there, what will happen?” I asked, the thought still with me as I dozed. 
 
     “I don’t know,” he replied, holding me tight. “But the Gods are on our side. I think it will be unearthly.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHapater 32 
 
    Liam 
 
    I woke early, well rested for the first time in weeks. In Nadya’s world I worried constantly when she was away from me. Here, we’d shared a bed two nights in a row. Last night she shared her body. Safe in the Valley I felt something I hadn’t in years: contentment. 
 
    She shifted next to me, pressing her body close to mine. She’d done this over and over through the night, each time her movements eliciting a rise of out me. I tried my hardest to not come off as some sort of degenerate, one of the sex-obsessed fae, but she did things to me. To my body, heart and soul. 
 
    It took every ounce of self-control to restrain myself. 
 
    Nadya’s eyes fluttered, blinking away the sleep. “Hey,” she said with a small smile. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    “Comes early here,” she said, holding the sheet to her chest. “You know, with no walls or a ceiling to block the daylight.” 
 
    “We should get on the road quickly. We’ve got quite a bit to go, but we must get there today. I think any further delay will end badly.” 
 
    Food and our mended clothing waited at the edge of the curtain. We ate and dressed quickly. Once we emerged from the curtain a Maiden waited near the path. We followed her back through the Valley. Merida stood near the bamboo wall. She handed us our bags and weapons. 
 
    “Thank you for the hospitality,” I said, strapping on my sword and knives. Nadya did the same, and I knelt to buckle the straps of her sheath tight around her thigh. 
 
    “You are always welcome, Liam.” She smiled warmly at Nadya. “You as well, Your Highness.” 
 
    “My what?” Nadya asked, looking between us. “How did you…” 
 
    “You resonate with this land, child. It embraces you and eventually you will embrace it back. You are part of us but not entirely, which may be more valuable than expected. Be careful. The Maidens are here if you ever need our service.” 
 
    I ducked through a break in the bamboo and led Nadya out of the Valley. Camelot waited for us by the stream, well rested and watered. It took a moment to strap on our bags. I had just finished fastening the last one when I felt a hand on my waist. I turned and came face to face with Nadya, black hair shining close to blue in the early morning light. She lifted her chin and pressed her lips to mine. Blue burst between us. 
 
    “Oh thank god,” she said, pulling apart. 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “The magic is still here. I was freaked for a minute.” 
 
    “I told you—“ 
 
    “I know you did, but I needed to test it myself.” She stroked Camelot’s head. “I didn’t realize how much I’d come to depend on it.” 
 
    “It’s part of you. Part of both of us.” 
 
    She nodded. “Now that we got that out of the way, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “Directly to the Deadlands; we’re running out of time. Once we get there we’ll call Fiona and Eleanor to a meeting.” 
 
    “And what if we’re attacked by more rebels or whoever those people were?” 
 
    “We’ll fight them off, but keep the magic to a minimum. The last thing they need to see is how strong you are. Good thing the birds took care of all the men yesterday. There’s probably nothing left but bone and blood.” 
 
    A deep line creased between her eyes and she asked, “Won’t they wonder where they went? Why they’re missing?” 
 
    “Probably, but it’s not like they have cell phones or email to check. It will take some time to figure it out. We’ll be safe by then.” 
 
    I mounted Camelot and helped Nadya to the spot on her back behind me. The ride through the woods was quiet. I pointed out several animals, focusing on the differences in this world from hers. Many of the animals were the same, although some had different colorings or sizes. Our foxes were the size of a medium sized dog. Squirrels were closer to that of a cat. And black. 
 
    “I have a question,” she asked, as we approached the edge of the woods and neared the road. 
 
    “Ask away.” 
 
    “Why do you think Ravenwood didn’t allow me to enter the castle grounds Obviously Eleanor went to great trouble to get me here—why shut me out? I could feel the pull of dark magic. One minute it embraced me—the next? Slam.” 
 
    “That’s a very good question,” I replied. I’d thought a lot about this and I had no real answer either. In fact, the only answer I had brought more questions than anything else. I decided to be truthful. “I have a theory that possibly the gate closed on you as a measure of protection.” 
 
    “The gate protected me? That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “It does though—if you use Sidhe logic. The gate was made of stone and metals mined from the ground. The same ground that recognizes you as Claudia’s heir.” 
 
    “So inanimate objects can make decisions?” 
 
    “Ah, that’s your first mistake—thinking anything here is inanimate and without motive.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Yeah, I’ll never get used to that.” 
 
    “Look, you called the birds to protect you and they came. Other things could have had the same reaction. The properties making up Ravenwood did not want you to enter. Trust me, it’s a good thing. Only the Gods know where you’d be if that had happened.” 
 
    The trip was uneventful, our way passing through Ravenwood once more before we finally approached Celeste’s abandoned land. “There it is,” I said, stopping Camelot at the top of a ridge. The land was barren with nothing but sand and brush for miles. “After Claudia disappeared and Fiona and Eleanor created their own kingdoms, this area was called the Deadlands.” 
 
    “Um…wait, you’re trying to tell me this is the territory, appropriately titled the Deadlands because it looks like what would happen after a zombie apocalypse, is the one you think I’ve inherited? Is this like one of those jokes about selling ice water to an Eskimo?” 
 
    “I told you before, the land takes on the features and desires of the current ruler. This is what happens when there is no queen around to cultivate it.” 
 
    I watched Nadya take it all in. The seemingly endless miles of harsh, unfertile land. There was a spark though, something that flickered in her eyes beneath the surface. I felt it in our bond. The kingdom called to her, like the others. The question remained, did this one embrace her fully? Was this her land? 
 
    “So what now?” she asked, turning to face me. 
 
    “We travel to the center and then I’ll send out the call.” 
 
    “How do you do that? Some kind of Sidhe telegraph system? Carrier pigeon?” 
 
    A shadow crossed over us and her eyes flicked upward. I did the same and saw a familiar pair of dark wings soaring through the gray sky. I pushed Nadya behind me and drew my sword. 
 
    “Don’t,” Grace said, landing several feet away. Far enough that I’d have to abandon Nadya to make an attack. “I’m not here to hurt you. I need your help.” 
 
    “That’s a bold request,” I said, not dropping my guard or sword. Nadya attempted to get around me but I held her back with my free arm. “You’ve done enough damage.” 
 
     “She’s hurt,” Nadya pointed out. I heard the compassion in her voice and it made me uncomfortable. Grace seemed to be a soft spot for Nadya. I had no choice but to view this as a weakness until I knew more about the situation—or how to exploit it in our favor. 
 
    Upon further inspection I confirmed that, yes, feathers were missing from the wing on her right side and red, blistering welts made a ring around her wrists. “You’ve been held captive,” I said. They must have held her in iron chains. “For your failure to bring Nadya to Eleanor?” 
 
    “Yes, but not just for that. I’ve been a prisoner this whole time.” She turned to Nadya and fell to her knees. “I’m sorry for betraying you. Eleanor is not my queen. I am from the Solar kingdom and she used me to get to you. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Eleanor wouldn’t need to bring someone in to do her bidding.” I searched the sky and roads around us. The Queen and her army must be nearby. I sensed nothing other than a slight breeze. 
 
    “No? Her soldiers were defeated. You had her under constant supervision, tracked and monitored all the time. Eleanor couldn’t get close. So she snatched me off the streets of Solar, tortured me and sent me to the human world to bring Nadya back.” 
 
    “I had a vision,” Nadya declared, laying her hand on my arm. Her eyes glazed and she went somewhere deep inside herself. “You had welts and marks all down your back. You sat at the feet of the Queen.” 
 
    “As her slave, and yes,” she said, tugging down the collar of her shirt. Harsh scars blazed off her pale skin. The wind picked up and ruffled her feathers. “She did this to me. And worse.” 
 
    “Your use of glamours and the honey lip gloss,” Nadya said, her eyes sharp and refocused. “I knew something was off about you working for Eleanor. The more Liam told me about this world the more you didn’t fit the description of Ravenwood.” 
 
    “Part of what they do is trick you, like the glamours and spells. This could also be a trick. We need to continue to safety,” I hissed. 
 
    “What do you want, Grace?” Nadya asked. I threw my hands in the air. We were this close from the center of Deadlands and she wanted to check on her friend. Her betrayer. 
 
    “I need your help.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, walking away from the girl. I needed to get Nayda to our destination. I grabbed her by the arm and got her moving. If I was right about her and her powers once we got to the center of the kingdom, she’d be safe and could worry about her friend then. “We have a meeting to set up. Grace’s welfare is the least of our worries right now.” 
 
    “Eleanor is going to kill me and she’ll kill you too. She knows about the birds and how you slaughtered those men,” she blurted. “Fiona does, too.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. The girl followed us, limping on one leg. She’d definitely incurred some wounds to get here. The problem was I didn’t know if they were real or not. That was the problem with liars. “There were no survivors.” 
 
    “One,” Nadya said, realization taking the coloring from her face. “Callum must have gotten away.” 
 
    “Callum? You took him down first. I saw you.” 
 
    “He had a busted knee. I figured the birds would catch him!” 
 
    “If they know…” I said. 
 
    “They know,” Grace interjected. “They want to eliminate you, Nadya. I can help you. I may be the only one that can.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We need to go. Now!” 
 
    Another gust of wind from the north blew sand across our backs while a dry heat rolled in from the south. 
 
    “The sky!” Nadya cried. 
 
    Above us the sky was a clash of contrasts, dark gray storm clouds rolled toward the seemingly benign puffy white ones. The storm was enough to finally get Nadya to move. I led her to Camelot and helped her on her back. 
 
    “They’re coming,” Grace said, flying next to us. “They’ll kill us both.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you return to Queen Fiona?” 
 
    “To her I’m a traitor and a failure. They both want me dead and now that they know the Lost Queen has returned they want her dead, too. Don’t fool yourself.” I glanced forward and finally saw our destination come in view. The wind blew the layers of sand away to reveal the stone foundation. As the storm closed in it became obvious the platform would be the place where light and dark would meet. Her words were drowned out by the sound of animals on our heels. I glanced to the side and saw a fury of creatures and Underworld fae storming our way. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Nadya asked, her eyes glued to a boar-like beast with six horns. 
 
    “The Queens’ minions. Their reach goes beyond the Sidhe and humans. They also have forces in Underworld. Hold on, we’re close!” 
 
     Sharp toothed wolves and snarling beasts raced toward us on one side while dark versions of fox, boars and birds swarmed on the other. With every step closer to the platform they gained on us. Grace flew overhead, fighting her own battle against the lashing wind and sharp clawed birds. She hadn’t lied—they were out to get her, too. 
 
    “Listen,” I shouted to Nadya over the furious sounds. “I can’t step on the platform, but you can. I need you to jump off Camelot and run up the steps.” 
 
    “What if they catch me?” 
 
    I turned, letting Camelot lead the way. “You’re our only hope. For me and the rest of the Guard, for Merida and the Maidens. Even for Grace.” 
 
    “Okay. Just step on the platform?” She sounded terrified. Wary. She should be both. If there was any other way I’d do it myself. History has proven this is her duty—her destiny. 
 
    I took her cheeks in my hand and kissed her hard, ignoring the screeching battle cries and growling beasts. “I love you, Nadya.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” she said, her voice drowned out by the impending onslaught. A ring of dark figures stood around the platform. I drew my sword. 
 
    “Liam look!” Nadya cried. “It’s Colleen. And Daniel!” Brayden and the other Guards waited at the edge of the ancient stairway. Wearing hooded cloaks, they stood on alert—fighting always for Otherworld. 
 
     I made eye contact with my crew. Nadya’s odds just got a little bit higher. “Why are they here?” she asked. 
 
    “That, sweetheart, is the rebellion. The Guardians, rebel and other, are here to protect you.” Camelot came to an abrupt, skidding halt and I nudged Nadya off her back. “Go! Now!” 
 
    She jumped to the ground, her tattered shirt hanging loose at her back. Her hair whipped in the wind and she futilely swiped at it so she could see. Colleen moved to protect her back. It wasn’t necessary. Grace had flown down, wings spread wide, and shielded her from assault. The gesture showed her loyalty, but ultimately no one could follow her up the stairs anyway. They weren’t worthy. None of us were. 
 
     Daniel cut down a wolf at the base of the stairway and demanded the beasts to back away. The Rebel Guard held their weapons high, allowing her safe passage. Everything shifted to a dull roar as I watched her take a step up the crumbling, ancient stairs. Her boot touched the stone and a ringing hum vibrated through the air. The roar of beasts filled my ears and their sharp claws wrenched me from Camelot’s back. With her second step the ground rumbled like an earthquake. The dry dirt rippled under our feet, starting at the platform and stretching behind us for miles. Fearful she’d topple off, I searched for her, but my worries were groundless. Nadya had made it to the top step of the platform, strong and stable. 
 
    She stood in the center, small but powerful. The might of the land shook beneath her feet and the swirling clouds wound into a cyclone, twisting high above Nadya’s head. Energy flared through her body and I felt it from my spot on the ground, charging like a volt of electricity through our bond. So powerful that the beasts holding me back jumped away, yelping, their teeth and claws burning from the connection. 
 
    A crack of lightening zig-zagged above the cyclone, splitting the sky in three parts. A chorus of terrified beasts howled in reply. Fiona and Eleanor were coming. 
 
    For them, it was too late. I had been right all along. 
 
    Nadya was our Lost Queen. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Nadya 
 
    “That, sweetheart, is the rebellion. The Guardians, rebel and other, are here to protect you.” The words rang in my ears as I climbed the steps. Grace flew down behind me, her wings protecting me from behind. Colleen whispered words of encouragement. They wanted me on that platform. They needed me there. 
 
    I just didn’t understand why. 
 
    Part of me thought this was just an intricate dream and I would wake up soon, snug in my bedroom. I’d see the iron cross over my bed and hear my father downstairs. But other things, like the way I felt with Liam at the Valley…I couldn’t have made that up. And right now, with the sand whipping across my cheeks and the sound of howling beasts at my back, everything felt real. Too real. 
 
    I had no idea what to do next, but my body felt differently. I didn’t know if it was the bond or something else, but I took one step toward the platform and energy jolted through my body. The good kind of energy. The powerful kind. I took another step and felt the surge roll across my limbs. The action created a chain reaction, the ground trembled like an earthquake, and the sky threatened to engulf us all. 
 
    As terrifying as it all seemed, it also felt undeniable. 
 
     Liam had been right. The land accepted me. All the warring magic, dark vs. light, meshed together into something that consumed me. The combination filled every sense, every pore, and I now understood what he had tried to prepare me for. I needed to be strong. To be fit, just to contain the energy and power coursing through my body. 
 
    “Hold on,” Grace shouted. She hovered mid-air, just outside the platform. The guards were all engaged in a fight with the beasts outside. Blood sprayed and splattered, soaking the ground red. Liam had been pulled from Camelot’s back. I tried to find him—find his eyes, but he was lost in the crowd. 
 
    The air above me turned electric and I saw a spike of lightening, branched in three directions, followed by a quick, furious roll of thunder. I looked over my head and saw a dark cyclone curling in my direction. The storm was sent by Fiona and Eleanor as their final attempt to stop me. I saw their shadows far across the land. They wouldn’t try to take me down themselves. No, they wanted their minions to do it for them, not because I was beneath them but because they feared me. 
 
    They should. 
 
     My body moved on instinct, crouching low to the ground. My palms spread flat, feeling the cool, stone dais. There’d once been a castle here, something magnificent and grand. I could feel the energy where the walls once stood. The ghosts that lingered from past lives. The spirit of the original Goddess herself. The cyclone shifted down, its tail twisting toward me. I waited, grounded by hand to the kingdom. The cyclone wrapped around my body, darkness and light, dirt and air, magic and nature, engulfing my entire frame. I inhaled deep, clenching my teeth, absorbing everything. 
 
    The storm raged in my ears and filled my lungs. I peered through the debris and saw the beasts fleeing, racing off in all directions. The ground shook beneath them, the Deadlands coming to life. Vines heavy with life exploded from the surface. Long, green grass and thick, flowering trees pushed through the earth. Hedges lined emerging walkways. Ivy grew and stretched, reaching for scattering hooves and claws, yanking them back into the earth, back to the depths of Underworld. 
 
    The storm reached a frenzy and I stood, holding my hands up high. In a sudden whoosh, the cyclone unraveled and thousands of birds flew into the bright, cobalt sky. With a deep breath, I inhaled this new world, this kingdom, feeling the power of the original Goddess in my veins. 
 
    It was then that I surveyed the full extent of the Deadlands’ transformation. 
 
     “Come here!” I called, waving the Rebel Guards and Grace closer. Brayden offered a hand to Liam, who was still dazed on the ground. One by one they mounted the dais. 
 
     My partner—my soulmate—pressed his body against mine and whispered in my ear, “May the Gods have mercy. The Lost Queen has returned.” 
 
    We watched as the land grew fertile around us. Branches and leaves sprouted on the trees. It was like watching a nature film in science class; petals unfurled, roots twisted deep. “How far will it go?” I asked. 
 
    “Right now? A couple miles, circling the palace. After that the growth will be slower but eventually your plentiful land will connect with Ravenwood and Solar,” Colleen replied. 
 
    Grace flew upward and circled over us. “It’s magnificent!” 
 
    I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. I’d done this. It was true, I was the Lost Queen. Heir of the original Goddess. 
 
     “One thing left,” Liam said, fingers intertwined in mine. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You have to build your castle.” 
 
    I glanced around for a Home Depot. “Um…with what?” 
 
    “Whatever you want—however you want.” 
 
    He was talking crazy, but what about this was sane? The others looked at me with expectation, but I still had no idea what to do. Colleen leaned close and said, “You can always ask the castle to restore itself.” 
 
    “How do I—“ I started, but I knew. Everything came from the ground. All of life, all the Sidhe. I understood that now. Liam’s assignment made so much more sense to me. 
 
    Once again I knelt to the floor and touched the stone with my palms. I closed my eyes when the earth shook around us, fearful I was asking too much. The ground shifted, roaring with life, the sound of rocks and stones grating across one another. I pressed my forehead to the dais, breathing in and out. 
 
    “Open your eyes,” Liam said, his hand clasped around mine as he helped me from the ground. Once standing, he didn’t let go. 
 
    I blinked and my jaw dropped. 
 
    An entire structure had risen around us, white marble walls with ornate arches leading from the room we were now standing in. I spied a staircase off the main room, winding up the wall to another floor. Large windows allowed in bright sunlight and a view of the gardens surrounding the castle. I spun and found the castle fully equipped with fixtures and furnishings. “This was Celeste’s castle?” 
 
    “Yes, and the queens before her,” Liam said. “You’ve restored it to its original glory.” 
 
    “It’s breathtaking.” I took in the throne and luxurious carpet of furs that lined the floor. A large fire pit sat in the middle of the room and various cushions and seating areas lined the walls. The entire concept for the room was foreign to me. I paused, taking in a long row of people standing straight and still against the fall wall. 
 
    “Who are those people?” 
 
    “Your staff,” Colleen replied. 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “They come with the kingdom. They’ve waited decades for the castle restoration.” 
 
    Everyone surrounding me spoke as if any of this made sense. As though there were logic surrounding a castle that sprung from the ground because I touched it with my hands. The staff, the furnishings and everything else about this situation was absurd. I looked back at my friends, the men and women I’d known since childhood back home at airport, and waited for them to tell me this whole thing was a joke. Daniel smiled at me warmly. 
 
    “Well done, Your Highness. I’ve waited so long for this day.” Oh god, not him, too. 
 
    I took a deep breath and held up my hand. “All this “Your Highness” stuff is not cool.” 
 
    “But you’ve reclaimed the kingdom. The Lost Queen has returned.” 
 
    I wanted to deny it, but I felt the power in my veins. I knew I belonged here and I knew this castle was my home. There was no argument. I just had no clue what that meant for me. For my father and my life back in the human world. 
 
    Grace gave me a sympathetic look and said, “You’re understandably overwhelmed. Things will get easier.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Colleen. “We will help you adjust. Make it as easy on you as possible.” 
 
    The others nodded, well, everyone but Liam. His face held a look of concern. I would have been shocked if he had any other expression on his face. “What?” I asked, ready to get it over with. 
 
    “There are still urgent matters to deal with,” he said. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like Fiona and Eleanor. They’ll have returned to the safety of their kingdoms by now, most likely to unify their armies.” 
 
    Grace’s face paled and I swallowed back the immediate surge of fear. I’d never met either woman but if the storm and beasts they sent for me today were any indication of their strength, I was okay holding off on the introductions for a while longer. “Against me?” 
 
    “Before, they hoped to control you, thought maybe you’d pick one side or the other. Worst case they’d kill you. But now? You’re the enemy.” 
 
    Even with my newfound power this made me very uncomfortable. I wasn’t in the position to lead an army in return—not even the rebels, who seemed willing to fight in my honor. Even if everyone else was convinced I was royalty and had amazing magic abilities my actual skill was limited. Even with these concerns, something different nudged at me: the desire for revenge. For my mother and grandmother. 
 
    I just needed more time. 
 
    “How do we hold them off—at least for now? Can we do that?” 
 
    No one said yes. No one said anything, but Liam’s head tilted just enough to say no. It wasn’t possible. In that moment I longed for the quiet normalcy of my home and father and job. I sighed and ran my hands through my storm-disheveled hair. “I guess it’s time to face them, see what I’m really up against. You’ll help me?” I asked Liam. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I turned Grace. She looked nothing like the girl I’d bar hopped with at home just days before. Her hair was a mess and her wrists were still red and swollen from her binds. If it was possible she looked smaller than before, but she was already tiny. Right now she gave the appearance of someone who wouldn’t cause a problem. I knew differently. I knew what kind of damage she could do on both sides of the magic. This girl was going to be a problem and apparently she was going to be my problem to deal with. “Thank you for warning me and protecting me today. I think you may be a good person, but I’m not sure I can trust you yet.” 
 
    “Please don’t send me out there,” she begged. Grace grabbed my hands with her own. “They’ll kill me. Or worse, torture me again. I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    “You can stay here for now, but under supervision. You can’t leave the grounds.” I looked at Liam again and was surprised he didn’t look upset by this decision. I ran my hands over her wrists and the wounds disappeared. The least I could do that before locking her away. If I didn’t would I be any different from Eleanor? “Is there a way to do that without putting her in prison or something?” 
 
    “I can think of something,” he replied and waved over a guard. “Take her to Nadya’s parlor and wait with her there. I’ll return with further directions later.” 
 
    Before she left, Grace pulled away from the guard and said, “Thank you. I’m sorry for any betrayal. I didn’t have a choice. Above anything else, I’m at your service.” She curtsied, sweeping low to the ground. Oh, for goodness sake. 
 
     “Please never do that again,” I said, not even hiding the cringe on my face. “I’m absolutely serious. I hope once this is cleared up, you can be my friend, not my servant. Like we were before.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” Grace said and I saw a flare of the Grace I’d known at home. She and the guard walked out in search of my parlor. A parlor? What the hell? I turned and crashed into Liam’s chest. He’d moved that close to me, that quickly. The massive amounts of energy rolling under my skin left me raw and edgy. The castle held its own unnerving power and it sought me out a conduit or something. Everything felt intense, including the constant eyes of my “staff” waiting for direction. All of these emotions warred with one another until Liam wrapped his arms around me, and for the first time since we left the Valley, I felt stable. 
 
    “How do you do that?” I asked. His lips pressed against my neck and I ran my hands over the cut under his eye. The blood dried and the wound healed instantly. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Make me calm. Feel safe.” 
 
    “I don’t know but you do the same for me.” 
 
    Face to face, his eyes darted to my lips. He wanted to kiss me, but needed permission. The power I’d just inherited—all of the magic from the original Goddess and the land—surged through my body. If I kissed him what would happen? Would I lose something? Could he handle it? 
 
    “You don’t have to,” he said, following my unspoken thought. “We can wait until you’re sure.” 
 
    I linked my hands at the back of his neck and glanced sideways at the servants lining the wall. “I’d rather wait until we were alone. Do they just stand there all the time?” 
 
    “Unless you give them something to do. They’re dedicated to your needs. They will not reveal any personal or private details of your life. Even your time in the bedroom.” 
 
    I studied their healthy faces and grooming. Even their clothes seemed well kept. They didn’t look like they’d spent decades tied to a castle beneath the ground. “How did they survive all this?” 
 
    “It’s Sidhe magic. Never underestimate it.” 
 
    “You keep telling me that,” I said, removing my hands. “As much as I’d like to spend time with you exploring the physical ramifications of my new status, I think Fiona and Eleanor take precedence, don’t you? All of this is bad enough, what the hell am I doing to do when they get here?” 
 
    Liam, the fierce man, or rather Sidhe, I’d watched in battles and command his guard, replaced the gentle one I knew as my lover. Confidence straightened his shoulders and an intent blaze flared in the back of his blue eyes. “Don’t worry, I have a plan.” 
 
    I returned his contagious smirk, my own assurance building in my chest and said, “You always do.” 
 
    *Liam* 
 
    The ride to Ravenwood went quickly traveling by main road. I told Nadya I would be back in two days. That gave her time to prepare for the meeting and two days for me to convince both Eleanor and Fiona not to go on attack but sit down with the Lost Queen instead. 
 
    Nayda needed more time to develop her skills—that we both agreed on. Now we just needed to convince the Queens our intention was to unify the land, nothing more. 
 
    I approached the gate at Ravenwood at a slow pace, arms raised in a sign of peace. Two soldiers approached Camelot and I said, “I come to speak to Queen Eleanor, under terms of sanctuary.” One soldier lifted his clawed hand, while the other searched the area behind me to make sure I was alone. “My crew is back at the first pass. They’ll only come if they’re needed.” 
 
     The soldier with the claw said, “You’ve revealed yourself as part of the rebellion. We cannot offer sanctuary to a traitor.” 
 
    I fixed him with a hard stare. I had no interest in fighting my way in—it would take too much time. I swallowed my annoyance. “Tell the Queen I am here and what my terms are.” 
 
    I waited by the gate in the gloomy cold long enough that I had plans to gather my men and storm the castle, but the soldiers returned with sour looks on their faces. As I expected, Eleanor allowed me entry. I tried not to gloat on my way through the entrance. 
 
    Patting Camelot on the head, I left her tied near a trough and entered the imposing black slate castle. Just inside the front doors I handed over my weapons, which was a condition under the guidelines of sanctuary. I couldn’t be harmed while I was at Ravenwood but it also meant I couldn’t be armed. Fighting wasn’t my purpose today. 
 
    I wiped my boots on the bristly rug by the massive wooden door and followed the guard down a long, imposing hall to the Queen in her throne room. Her long black hair curled down her shoulders, grazing the edge of her dress. The black dress stood in sharp contrast to her pale skin, and from the doorway I could see her magnificent curves and alluring cleavage. Her lips twisted seductively as I entered the room. She wouldn’t make this meeting easy, a fact that was confirmed by the large black dog that sat at her feet. He bared his teeth as I approached the edge of the rug. I had no doubt he’d rip out my throat if I gave him a reason. 
 
     Bowing, I said, “Thank you for agreeing to see me on such tenuous terms.” 
 
    “So this is what it takes to get a visit from Liam Caldwell? A civil war? If I had known that, I would have made an attempt on your girl years ago.” 
 
    “If only you’d been able to find her,” I said. 
 
    Eleanor smiled and laid her hand on top of the dog’s head, stroking him gently. “You did a commendable job keeping her hidden. Excellent spell work.” 
 
    “Thank you, but all of that is in the past. She’s here. On her own terms—“ 
 
    “In my castle.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “I disagree on that last part. The castle has remained unclaimed since Claudia left.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you disagree, but this girl has no real claim to the land.” 
 
    “It recognizes her.” 
 
     “Because you’re a traitor and you used your connection to Otherworld to lead her there. I’m not stupid, Liam. Neither is Fiona. We both know you plan on getting your paws on as much of the Goddess’s power as you can and you’re going to use a naïve fairy to do it for you.” 
 
    I shook my head and took a step closer. “This has nothing to do with me wanting the Goddess’s power and everything about unifying the land of Otherworld. Nadya can make that happen.” 
 
    “To what end? Her taking over all our kingdoms? Controlling all of us? You know we can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “I don’t think she has any desire to control your land, but you and I both know our people have suffered from the curse of the Deadlands.” 
 
    This stopped her and she blinked at me before standing up. She took measured steps away from the throne until she stood before me. Eleanor didn’t use glamours like her sister, Fiona. She didn’t have the patience. She’d reach through my chest and tear out my heart and while I watched. Then she’d feed it to her dog. As if he read my mind, the black dog at her feet licked his teeth with his pink, fleshy tongue. 
 
    “Have you spoken to my sister?” 
 
    “Not yet. I came to you first.” I lowered my voice and said, “I know this is difficult for you. It’s going to be hard on all of us, but you know it’s the right thing to do. I have no choice.” 
 
    This seemed to mollify her and I saw her red lips twist into a small smile. “I’ve missed you, Liam. We could have made quite the pair, but no, you had to go and protect Claudia’s girl.” 
 
    “You know my loyalty is—“ 
 
    “To the land. Yes, I’ve heard that a thousand times. Even with you quaking beneath me, naked and raw.” She reached forward and pushed a piece of hair off of my forehead, making sure it was exactly in place. “My sister tells me you said the same thing to her.” 
 
    “I won’t deny we’ve had similar conversations.” 
 
    “And Nadya? Have you had this conversation with her? How you can’t belong to any of us because your loyalty belongs to dirt we walk on? Sounds like the stuff of human fairy tales.” 
 
    I held my chin level and looked her in the eye. “Just because your relationship with magic is dark and unwavering does not mean that mine is inauthentic. My relationship with Nadya is none of your concern.” 
 
    “No?” she said, running a sharp, lacquered nail down my cheek. I saw the wheels turning in her head, trying to figure out her next move. Killing me wasn’t it. That was never going to be the right answer, as long as there was even the slightest chance. “So you haven’t told her.” 
 
    “She didn’t need to know. I wasn’t even sure if she was the one.” 
 
    “But you do now. The land recognized her, rebuilt and restored itself for her. I saw it myself. She is the one. She’s the Lost Queen.” She walked back to her throne and sat with flourish, legs crossing over the other. The dog followed and she petted him on the head. “So now we know the truth about her, but she doesn’t know about you.” 
 
    I said nothing, but held her gaze. Eleanor lifted a finger and beckoned me to her. I hesitated, but her dog stood and growled with deep warning. With little choice, I approached the throne, one step at a time, until I came face to face with the Queen. 
 
    “Do it,” she said, shifting so I had a perfect view her cleavage. Her body didn’t sway me but the way her hand clenched around the handle of a blade did. “I’m just curious. Do it.” 
 
    I lowered my head and placed my hands on her wrists, pinning them and the weapon to the chair. She struggled against me but I squeezed tight, forcing her to release the blade. “You don’t control me.” 
 
     Eleanor jumped up, eyes blazing with fury, and slapped me hard against the side of my face. As I stood dazed from the force of her blow, she caught me off guard and covered my mouth with hers. Her lips were cold and hungry. I fought against her but again, her dog growled threateningly at my feet. Her tongue slipped into my mouth followed by a magic that cloaked the two of us, powerful and dark. The energy twisted between us and tasted foul, invoking darkness from my very core. 
 
    I shoved her away but Eleanor only laughed in response. “How did that compare to the little princess? Do you bring out the best in her, too?” 
 
    I wiped my mouth and spat on the floor. “Never do that again.” 
 
    “Or what? I can only imagine what you’ve told her about your role in all this. I doubt she would have sent you if she’d known.” 
 
    I turned away, done with this conversation. Finished with Eleanor. “I came to offer an invitation from the Lost Queen. Day after tomorrow. Noon. Do not bring your army.” 
 
    Again she laughed, cackling like a woman gone mad. Just before I crossed the threshold of the throne room she declared, “When do you plan on telling her the truth, Liam? If she’s all that you claim, she’ll figure it out. That she’s nothing without you by her side, that to unlock the ultimate power of the Goddess she’ll need a God by her side?” 
 
    Her crazed laughter followed me out of the room. One Queen down, another to go. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    Nadya 
 
    “So, exactly how is this meeting with Fiona and Eleanor supposed to work?” I asked Mrs. Graves. She’d appeared shortly after Liam left for the other kingdoms. Within minutes of her arrival she’d begun preparations for the meeting, thankfully, as I was definitely out of my element. 
 
    Now, we sat across from one another in what everyone called my parlor. Basically it was a small room with fancy couches and chairs, adjacent to my rooms. The fabrics all looked extremely expensive, as did the artwork on the wall, the linens and china we ate on. It had a similar feel to Liam’s home back in the human world. 
 
    Mrs. Graves scribbled notes on a sheet of parchment. I noticed a stamp pressed into the paper. Three lines slashed down with three dots hovering at the top. 
 
    “What is this?” I asked. “I’ve seen it before.” 
 
    “It’s the mark of Awen. The symbol of the original Goddess.” 
 
    I blinked. “Liam has one of these on his chest.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “The two outside rays represent the opposites in harmony—male and female. The middle one is for the balance they bring together. The dots are for mind, body and spirit.” 
 
    “Why does Liam carry the mark of the Goddess?” I asked, running my fingers over the raised stamp. 
 
    Mrs. Graves stared at me with incredulity. “Do you really not know?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    We were interrupted by a servant. Isla was in her upper teens and had spent the morning presenting a variety of dresses for me to choose from for the event. 
 
    Isla held up a gold and bronze gown. It had intricate beading across the bodice and a long train flowing from the back. “Um,” I said, trying to come up with the right words. I’d learned pretty quickly that being blunt worked, but then no one would speak to me for an hour. The servants were terrified of disappointing me. That wasn’t the image I wanted to project with these people—not that I wanted to project any image at all. “It’s lovely, Isla. I’m just afraid it’s not right for me.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness. I’ll try to find something more to your liking.” I smiled hopefully, but it rang with falseness. I’d given Isla specifications on my clothing taste but unfortunately my style didn’t seem to translate to the current fashions of Otherworld. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, focusing back on Mrs. Graves. “What were you saying about Liam and this symbol.” 
 
    “It is not for me speak for Mr. Caldwell. You should talk to him. Soon. Clear the air on this.” 
 
    “But why hasn’t he already?” 
 
    She chuckled. “Men, even those from this world, fear nothing more than the woman they love.” She went back to her notes and said, “Now, back to this banquet you’re hosting. With you reclaiming the Deadlands it is required to commemorate the claiming of lands. Most will see it as a sign of goodwill and celebration but they will also see it as a gesture of confidence toward the other kingdoms. Fiona and Eleanor need to respect you.” 
 
     “A dinner party. I can do that.” Of course I probably couldn’t. I’d never had dinner with anyone other than my father or occasionally Colleen at the airport diner. I blinked back tears thinking about Pop. He must be worried sick, despite Liam’s assurances. 
 
    “You can, it’s in your blood.” Mrs. Graves said this anytime I came up against something I didn’t like or want to do. Tired of arguing, I half-listened as she proceeded to talk about menu and table settings. 
 
    “Mrs. Graves,” I said, finally building up some courage. “I’m really not sure this is such a good idea.” 
 
    “What? The pheasant? I know it’s not what you’re accustomed to, but it’s really quite good.” 
 
    “No, not the dinner. This whole thing. Me as some sort of leader. I worked in an airport. What qualifications do I have for running a kingdom? I don’t even want the job.” 
 
    Lowering the paper she’d been writing on she reached over and gave me a sympathetic pat on the hand. “I know it’s all very overwhelming. It’s a difficult situation, one that your mother desperately didn’t want to inflict on you.” 
 
    “Then why am I here? Why did Liam insist on this?” 
 
    She gave me a hard look and I dropped my eyes to my hands. “Liam did his best to keep you away from here. You are the one that entered the portal. You set all of this in motion, Nadya. Don’t blame him for your actions.” 
 
    “He could have taken me back home.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “Once you set foot in Otherworld there was no choice. Eleanor and Fiona would have continued their attacks, eventually harming humans to get to you. They need you. Even if they don’t want to admit it, you’re the life blood of this land.” She narrowed her eyes and asked. “What do you know about your mother’s death?” 
 
    “Only that she was murdered by Eleanor’s soldiers. I know that Liam was there.” 
 
    “But do you know why they killed her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Claudia spent years managing the portal but never stepped foot back into Otherworld. I know Liam has told you how the Deadlands came to exist and how they are growing wider and bigger every year. Soon they will take over everything in Otherworld and the people here will die. Without fertile land our people cannot survive. We cannot grow crops or hunt. Things were already getting bad when you were young, and Claudia had finally agreed with the Rebels to come back and take her place at the throne. Fiona and Eleanor fought about the best way to handle this. Don’t underestimate either of them and their seeming independence from one another—ultimately they have one goal, to preserve their kingdoms. Claudia returning home was a risk neither felt they could survive, and they had her killed. They thought her death would end the curse of the Deadlands. Their ignorance and disdain made you unworthy in their eyes. They never considered you’d be an actual contender for the throne.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re half human.” 
 
    “Oh. Hooray for me.” 
 
    She smiled. “Liam and the Guards put up the wards and protective spells. He hung the iron cross over your bed to keep away any intrusion in your dreams and charmed the necklace your mother gave you. He kept you cloaked from them for years until you felt the tug of the bond.” 
 
    “And now we’re here anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, but it is on your terms. Not theirs.” 
 
    I glanced at the menus and the new stack of dresses Isla had brought into the room. On the surface nothing about this felt like it was on my terms, but I knew Mrs. Graves was right. I’d made the decision to come here and find out more about my family. I’d fought for my life, absorbed magic and laid myself bare for Liam in the Valley. The Deadlands embraced me, and now I had to figure out how to embrace it back without losing the humanity that my mother and father blessed me with. 
 
    Isla walked in the room carrying a gown made of blue silk. I stood and approached her, feeling the soft, shiny fabric. The skirt was straight and had an empire waist and a gathered bodice. Silk and beads made up the thin straps. Isla kept her eyes low, refusing to look at me directly, so I took the dress from her hands and held it up to Mrs. Graves. She raised her eyebrow but gave me a short, approving nod. 
 
    “This is the one,” I said, taking the first step— one of many. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    That night I asked Grace to join me for dinner. She arrived with a guard moments after the kitchen staff left plates of delicious smelling food. I instructed the guard to leave us alone. 
 
    “Those are not my instructions,” he said hesitantly. I realized he had the unfortunate problem of either going against my wishes or Liam’s. I appreciated his predicament and told him as much. 
 
    “Wait outside the door. That way if I call you can hear.” He hesitated again and I gave him a stern look. “I’ll take care of Liam. This will not land on you.” 
 
    When we were alone I gave Grace a quick hug. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. Her blonde hair was tied back in a messy ponytail and she wore a basic linen dress. “A little bored, but it’s better than the alternative.” 
 
    I offered her the seat across from mine at the small dining table. When she reached for her fork I noticed a thin metal bracelet around each wrist that I hadn’t seen before. “Where did you get those?” 
 
    “From your guards. They’re made of iron and they keep me from using my magic.” 
 
    I considered her ability to compel and manipulate. It wasn’t a bad policy. “Do they hurt?” 
 
    “No. Colleen gave them instructions to give me these bracelets instead of chains. I appreciate the gesture.” 
 
    “Good. I don’t want you to feel like a slave here.” 
 
    “I don’t. This feels like a weekend at the spa in comparison to my fate at Ravenwood or Solar.” She gave me a small smile. “Really, Nadya, I’m okay with this. I mean, hopefully one day we can work together, but I’m thankful you’re taking a chance on me.” 
 
    We focused on our food. The kitchen had prepared a delicious roast and a variety of vegetables, some I recognized and others I didn’t. A question popped in my mind. “Mrs. Graves pointed out how the Deadlands were taking over all of Otherworld. Now that it’s been reclaimed does that mean the invasion into the other lands will stop?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It should.” 
 
    “Then why would the other kingdoms care? Although I’d like to see Eleanor and Fiona punished for what they did to my mother and grandmother, I won’t do it at the expense of everyone. I’m willing for us all to share the wealth of my return. Why can’t we each keep our tracts and live peacefully?” 
 
    “The original Goddess didn’t intend for there to be three kingdoms. There is only supposed to be one. This one. This is why Fiona and Eleanor have spent decades trying to decide how to handle the situation. Their land is dying, but they could lose their rule if it was reclaimed. Once your abilities evolved they hoped to bring you here as a slave—not as a queen.” 
 
    “They would force me to take back the land but give it to them?” I pushed my plate away, no longer having an appetite. “Could that still happen?” 
 
    She didn’t reply but kept her eyes down, moving the food around on her plate with her fork. She wasn’t telling me something. Something important. 
 
    “Grace…” 
 
    “They can’t take your title. It’s yours by right, but they can try to fight you.” 
 
    “You mean kill me.” 
 
    “Yes.” she looked away again. 
 
    “What? What else?” 
 
    “There’s a fourth player in this, Nadya. A strong player that could change everything.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked but the uneasy feeling that had been nagging at me for weeks rose up. I’d been unsure from the start. Questioned loyalties. Squelched suspicions. Only one person seemed to know everything and everyone. The one person who had more ambition and undeniable power than anyone I’d met so far. 
 
    “Tell me Grace, is he working with me or against me.” 
 
    Grace finally looked up with her pale blue eyes but she bit her lip, unwilling to say his name. Fear and concern weighed heavy on her face and slumped shoulders. “It isn’t so simple, but remember he doesn’t hold all the cards, Nadya, even if he’s trying to stack the deck.” 
 
    I thought about our time in the Valley, when he couldn’t use his magic. The way the bond between us still existed. Surely, he was on my side. He had to be. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    Nadya 
 
    I sat in the parlor all night, waiting for Liam to come back to the castle, plotting what I should do next. Grace had offered no suggestion but sat across from me, drifting in and out of sleep. I was afraid to mention it to Mrs. Graves or Colleen, both unconditionally loyal to him. 
 
    Daylight broke, creeping through the leaded glass windows. A messenger appeared at dawn predicting Liam’s return at noon. Our guests should be here several hours after that. 
 
    Isla appeared with tea and coffee on a large silver tray. She laid it on the table and fixed my coffee the way I liked it. I’d only been here three days and she already knew. With an intense wave of emotion, I was reminded of the airport—how I knew the routines of our customers so well. I wanted to go back there. Away from all this. I didn’t even know how to make that happen. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, taking the cup. 
 
    “At your service,” she replied with a small curtsey that made me roll my eyes. 
 
    “Isla, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Where did you go when Celeste died and my mother left Otherworld?” 
 
    “I am bound to the castle. So when it went away, I went with it.” 
 
    “Where is away, exactly?” 
 
    “Hmm…” She tilted her head in thought. Her features were small and I marveled at her tiny hands and feet. “It’s hard to explain. Sort of like a holding place. We were waiting for the land to be reclaimed.” 
 
    “So you just sort of were trapped in some sort of purgatory?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe. It wasn’t unpleasant, but I do prefer this. I enjoy serving—it’s my duty.” 
 
    “You can’t do anything else?” 
 
    She frowned. “Why would I want to?” 
 
    I sighed and leaned back into the soft couch. Grace roused, rubbing her eyes to fully wake. Isla handed her a cup of tea. Apparently she knew her preferences as well. 
 
    “Anything else?” Isla asked. “Ariana will be here in a moment to clean up your nails. Then you can take a bath.” 
 
    “Uh, okay.” She lifted the tray and walked toward the door. I grabbed her arm to stop her. “One thing. Uh, what do you think about all this? Between me and the other kingdoms. Is this a bad idea? Am I in over my head?” 
 
    “Oh no,” she said. “Don’t underestimate yourself. I had the honor of serving Celeste and your mother, Claudia. They were both incredibly powerful Sidhe. They truly connected to the balance of nature, just like you do.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I can feel it. I can feel your energy, just like I felt theirs. You are the rightful heir to this land and you came at just the right time. Without you Otherworld would have wasted away.” 
 
    “But what about…” I wanted to say the other Queens or Liam but she cut me off. 
 
    “If I can be so bold to speak freely,” she said, and I nodded. “Do not be afraid of the others. They should be afraid of you. Make them beg for your mercy. Have them plead for your benevolence. This land is yours to command. All of it. Take what belongs to you—to your mother and her mother. Make them pay for their sins.” 
 
    “They killed Celeste,” I said. 
 
    “And your mother,” Grace added from across the room. 
 
    “What do I do?” I asked, not liking this change in tone. I thought I was here for peace. Not tyranny. “I’ve done things I’m not proud of—fought soldiers in self-defense. I’m not sure I could hurt people that are technically my family.” 
 
    “No,” Grace said, warming her hands on the tea cup. “But that’s not the only way to win this battle. I told you last night. Liam is a big part of this. You have to decide how to use him.” 
 
    Use him. 
 
    That didn’t feel right. One thing was for sure. Before this banquet I needed to speak to Liam alone and finally lay all the cards on the table. 
 
    *** 
 
     I sent Grace back to her room with a stack of dresses and instructions to join me at the banquet. I needed whatever support I could get. Once my nails were dry Isla convinced me to take a bath, my first since leaving the Valley. The idea of baths was foreign to me. We were a shower-taking family back in the human world. 
 
    The process of filling the tub took time—I could have taken several showers in the same amount of time—and I thought about how much slower things went here. Traveling on horseback or by a fae beast like Camelot instead of cars. News traveled by messenger, not text or email. Oil lamps and candles provided light. It was quaint, but exhausting. The reliance on others felt awkward. I didn’t like it, but I also didn’t seem to have much choice. All of this intensified my homesickness. 
 
     I was in my room, waiting for the tub to fill, when I heard a knock on the door. Isla rushed to open it and I saw Liam on the other side. From his disheveled hair to the dark marks under his eyes, it was clear he was exhausted. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, noting Isla exit the room quietly. “How was your trip?” 
 
    He unbuttoned his jacket and tossed it on the back of a chair. Next he worked his way out of his boots. “Successful. They should both be here this afternoon willing to listen. Hopefully they’ll also be prepared to cooperate.” 
 
    “Did you have any troubles on the way?” 
 
    “No, I think everyone has hunkered down. The rebels are either here or on their way, and the soldiers at the other kingdoms are busy figuring out how to handle this.” He wiggled out of the last boot and kicked it aside. “Not that they have much choice.” 
 
     Liam crossed the room, bare feet padding across the cool stone floor. The information I learned about him earlier should make me wary, but now that he was back I was just happy to be near him again. Would this connection to him make me a weak leader? He reached for me and pressed his lips to mine. He smelled of sweat and dust, but tasted like the man I loved. 
 
    He eyed my robe. “We’re you getting ready to bathe? I’d be willing to join you.” 
 
    His fingers tugged at the belt tied to cinch my robe. The urges in my belly overwhelmed me, but I fought back, focusing on my goal. I kissed him again. The light flared between us and I offered enough power to restore his energy, enough to distract him. I pushed a little, trying to get a piece of his mind and concrete evidence of his actions during the time we’d been apart. 
 
    In a swirling flash of images I saw Liam on the road, riding Camelot into Ravenwood and Solar. I saw him meet with each Queen. One with coal black hair and the other golden yellow. A snarling black dog and a plate full of cherries. Both women cooed and taunted, leering with red lips and sharp nails. From the speck of memory I saw, he rejected them both. At least that was how it seemed. The images disappeared into a strangely familiar haze of black and silver light. 
 
    Liam’s hands gripped me tight and he kissed me hard, harder than ever before. Heat rose in my belly and I kissed him in return, passion fueled with something else. Distrust? Fear? I struggled against him and broke free. 
 
    Liam raised an eyebrow and he said, “If you wanted a summary of my visit you could have just asked.” 
 
    “Not that I got a clear picture anyhow,” I said, arms crossed in defiance. 
 
    “Do you think they’d let you rifle through my memories? They are both too paranoid for that. I’m sure they managed to alter or cloak anything important.” 
 
    “Then tell me, Liam. What happened that I can’t see? What do I need to know?” 
 
    “Nothing happened. I delivered your message. They accepted. I came back to you.” 
 
    I stared at him trying to determine from his face if he thought I was that stupid. He looked sincere enough and the thought made me burst out laughing. “I may be naïve about a lot of this Liam, but you’ve taught me a lot of things. I know you went to Fiona and Eleanor marked. You’re the one blocking me from your memories.” In a quick move, I pulled apart the front of his shirt. I ran three fingers across the dark rune tattooed over his muscular chest. “This one is for cloaking right?” 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    “And this one,” I said, touching the symbol of Awen. “What does it mean?” 
 
     “It means harmony. Balance between men, women and nature.” 
 
    “It’s the symbol of the original Goddess,” I said. “Mrs. Graves told me. Why do you carry that on your flesh?” 
 
    Liam tilted his head, trying to read me. It was time for him to play his cards. All of them. In a low voice he said, “I fear you are not ready to know.” 
 
    “That isn’t the choice you get to make, Liam. Not now. Not with me.” 
 
    Without warning, I swiped my nails across his skin, tearing at the flesh. The skin seared and burned and he jumped back, shouting in pain. 
 
    “Nadya! 
 
    I held up my freshly manicured nail, sharp and pointed. “Now show me the truth.” 
 
    To my surprise, Liam relented, allowing me to kiss him deeply. His mouth parted and our tongues touched and blue light burst between us. While he used the opportunity to heal his wound, I reached into his mind, into his memories and found what I was looking for. The flood of information hit me hard, first Eleanor and then Fiona. Both women used seduction handily. Both seemed to know Liam intimately. 
 
    “I can taste my sister on your lips,” Fiona said, nibbling on Liam’s bottom lip. Her blonde hair held dozens of sparkling jewels. “Although I see you rejected her. Why? Are you coming back to me?” 
 
    “Hardly.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve convinced this little girl she’s something special.” 
 
    Liam froze, his face a mask of passivity. 
 
    “You have. And she believes you. I can tell.” She walked around Liam, eyeing him carefully. “Did she give you everything? Did she let you bury herself in her innocent body? Did she give you her strength? Her energy? She has no idea does she, of what you can do? How ultimately you have to choose.” 
 
    “Shut up, Fiona.” 
 
    “And you…you waited all this time. Was she worth it? Was it worth the years of game play and leading us on?” She tilted her head and ruffled the hair on the back of his head. Liam jerked away. “Was she better than me? Eleanor?” 
 
    “I’m only here to deliver a message. Nothing more.” 
 
    Fiona pouted and leveled her face to his. His chin jutted forward but she whispered close to his mouth. “Just one more taste, for old time’s sake.” He turned his head but she demanded a kiss anyway. Silver light burst between them, coating the two of them like a shining star. 
 
    Liam pulled away, just like he’d done with Eleanor. “Tomorrow afternoon,” he said, walking out of the room, away from her taunting accusations. 
 
    The memory ended and I pushed him away. He looked down at the wound on his chest. It hadn’t healed all the way. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell, Nadya. I’ve never been untruthful with you.” 
 
    “No? You didn’t think it was relevant that the energy we share, the connection isn’t as unique as I thought?” 
 
    “It is unique. What I have with them isn’t the same—not by any measure. You’ve used it on others before. The humans at the bar. On Grace.” 
 
    “Bullshit. None of those had power to give in return.” I steadied myself in an attempt to protect my broken heart but it was useless. We were connected. He could feel it as much as I could feel the desperation and fear building in him. “So is that what this is all about? Seeing which Queen can get you the furthest?” 
 
    “You really have no clue, do you?” 
 
    That statement sent me in a rage and I screamed and picked up a vase, throwing it his direction. Liam dodged it easily and it smashed into pieces, shattering all over the floor. “Of course I don’t, you won’t tell me everything.” 
 
    The blood on his wound began to ooze again, soaking through his shirt. It should have healed during our kiss. I glanced down at my fingernails but he’d already closed the distance between us. “I love you, Nadya. I will fight by your side, always. I will love you and heal you and give you everything you desire.” He took a deep, wheezing breath. “Many years passed while we waited for you to ascend to the throne. Waiting to see if you would be the one. I never doubted it. Not once.” 
 
    “So you waited for me because you thought I would be the most powerful. Get you the furthest.” 
 
    “I have a role in all this just like you do. My fate hasn’t always been clear, and obstacles had to be faced to get us to today.” 
 
    “You had to make sure neither of them could give you what you wanted? That I was truly the most powerful?” 
 
    “It’s not like that. Otherworld is complex. We do not always have free will like humans do. There are prophecies and legacies…I have my own destiny which has always been tied to another.” He reached for my hands. “You are my true destiny.” 
 
    “Is your destiny waiting for the right time to take advantage of our combined powers and become the most powerful Sidhe in the land?” I asked. “Who needs a Queen when there’s an even more formidable King?” 
 
    “Not a king, dear Nadya. I am your true half. The God to your Goddess Once we consummate our relationship for real, outside of protective sanctuary, we shall revert to our predetermined fates.” 
 
    “A God,” I whispered. “You’ve lost your mind.” 
 
    Liam opened his mouth to react but no words came. His hand moved to this chest, to the bloody spot where I’d scratched his rune. He slumped forward, sliding toward the floor and I ran forward and caught him before he hit his head. 
 
    “Liam!” I pressed my mouth to his, seeking the connection that ran through us during healing but found nothing. I took a deep breath and screamed, “Help! Someone help us!” 
 
    A moment later a guard burst through the door, followed by Colleen and Brayden. They raced over and tore off his shirt, looking at the bloody wound. Colleen asked, “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s not healing. I think he’s been poisoned.” 
 
    Brayden and Colleen shared a tense look. Isla ran over with a cloth and a small clear glass bottle filled with salve or cream. A guard pulled me away from his body and I watched as they cleaned the wound. It only opened up again, this time bleeding more profusely. It wouldn’t work, I wanted to tell them. I knew it wouldn’t. If I couldn’t heal him no one could. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Maybe we should take him home and have a doctor look at him,” I said, pacing Liam’s suite. Guards, loyal to their commander, surrounded the room, while healers, summoned from around the kingdom, did what they could. I could barely look at him lying unconscious on the bed. What had I done? 
 
    “Human doctors do not have the necessary tools to heal this kind of Sidhe inflicted wound,” said Mrs. Graves. Deep lines of worry crossed her forehead. “He’s in capable hands. Do you have any idea how this happened?” 
 
    When everyone rushed in and pulled me away, I’d done the unthinkable. I swiped the nail polish from the tray in the bathroom and dropped it in a vase holding flowers near the bathtub. What else could it have been? 
 
     Either one of the servants did this to him or Grace—someone that had been in this room during my manicure—but I wanted to find out who first. And why? Did they intend for this to be used on Liam or someone else? Maybe they’d wanted to assassinate me. 
 
    “No,” I said to Mrs. Graves. “He was bleeding when he got here.” 
 
    She pursed her lips into a thin line but also beckoned Isla over. “The banquet will begin soon. Please help Nayda get ready.” 
 
    “We’re still having this meeting?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “But…” What did I plan to say? That I needed him by my side? I’d already accused him of betrayal. With Liam out of the way, this meeting may be even more successful. 
 
    “You’re wasting precious time,” Mrs. Graves declared. “Take her to her room.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Isla said, looking toward the door. I left, followed by two guards and Isla, and walked down the dark hallway to my room where she immediately pointed to the bath. In all the commotion I’d never actually taken it. 
 
    The guards stood outside the door while I undressed and slipped into the still warm water. Someone must have heated it. Or maybe someone had the kind of magic to heat the water. There was so much I didn’t know about this world. And now, with Liam injured and possibly dying… I dropped my head to my hands and cried. 
 
    “Your Highness?” Isla peered into the room. “Are you injured? Hurt?” 
 
    “No,” I said, wiping my nose with a cloth. “Let’s just get ready for this event.” 
 
    After bathing, I got ready in silence. Isla assisted, buttoning the long row of buttons up my back, while another girl came into fix my hair. I didn’t care how it looked but was impressed when she revealed intricate braids winding around the sides and back of my head until they fell into a long tail down my neck. Tiny jewels were scattered through the braids that sparkled off the purple highlights when the light hit the correct way. Another girl emerged and completed my makeup, something I’d never done much more than using massive amounts of black eye-liner and mascara to complete the goth look that drove my father mad. 
 
    “How do you like it?” the girl asked. 
 
    I faced the shimmery mirror and held back a gasp. My eyelids were coated in a glittery light blue that matched my dress and my lips were a pale pink. The entire look was ultra-feminine, the complete opposite of how I normally dressed. “It’s lovely,” I said. “But, um, sort of girlish.” 
 
    “If I may,” Isla said, approaching the dressing table. 
 
    “Yes, you may speak freely. You don’t have to keep asking me that, you know.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, blushing. “This look, it will provide the desired effect from members of the kingdom and the visiting Queens.” 
 
    “How? I look twelve years-old.” 
 
    “Oh no,” she said. “It’s hard to explain, but I think it will make more sense once you see the other Queens.” 
 
    I’d seen images of these women in Liam’s memory. They looked like powerful, seductive women. Not like a little girl. I wondered if this was part of a larger plan to take me down. Isla had been there when my nails were painted. For all I knew, she may have orchestrated all of this. 
 
    “I think you should wear this, just in case,” she said, handing me a knife attached to a leg holster. Just like that, she shattered my fears. I lifted my skirt while she attached the sheath to my thigh. 
 
     Before I could argue with Isla, Mrs. Graves swept past the guards and into the room, unannounced.  She stopped when she saw me and clasped her hands together. “You look outstanding, Nadya. Just gorgeous.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Maybe Isla was right about this look and I’m just being paranoid. “Any change?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not. The wound is still open and he’s unconscious.” 
 
    “Maybe I should try healing him again?” A panicky feeling rose in my stomach. “Maybe we need to postpone this whole thing?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. There isn’t time now to heal him or to back out. You must get in position. Fiona and Eleanor will be here soon.” 
 
    I followed her from the room, shaking off Isla and the other girl as they tried to make last minute adjustments to my dress and hair. Mrs. Graves and I were escorted by two guards through the castle to the grand hall. Just before we reached the doorway I stopped and said, “I’d like Colleen to accompany me.” 
 
    “She has an assignment.” 
 
    “Well, give her a new one. I’m not going in there alone.” 
 
     “Fine,” Mrs. Graves said, her voice a shade cooler. She turned to one of the guards. “Cover her position and send her in. Dressed appropriately.” 
 
    I approached the grand hall and peered in. The room sparkled as though it had been scrubbed clean. The lamps shone bright from brass fixtures, the marble floors gleamed, and the tapestries on the walls looked freshly cleaned. A roaring fire blazed in the pit, giving the cavernous, stone room a warm feel. Nothing about this place implied it had recently been trapped in a purgatory type vacuum and considering the lack of modern cleaning devices, the result was impressive. 
 
    To my surprise, the room was already filled with groups of people—or Sidhe to be more accurate. They sat in groups around the fire and at small tables arranged around the room and were dressed in various states of finery. 
 
    “Who are these people?” I asked. 
 
    “Your guests. Supporters of your kingdom. Some are members of the rebellion. Others have worked quietly in honor of your grandmother and mother for years.” 
 
    “Oh, should I meet them all?” 
 
    “No,” Mrs. Grave said. “Not today. Today is about you making an appearance and meeting with the other Queens.” 
 
    “And we do this in public? That seems…strange.” 
 
    “Maybe in the human world, but here things are a bit more transparent. Plus you’ll dine at a private table. You can take care of business there.” 
 
    Isla and the hair and makeup team emerged from nearby and immediately began adjusting my dress and hair to their liking. 
 
    “Stop,” I finally said, slapping them away with my hands. “God, I feel like I’m on Real Housewives or something.” 
 
    “Real…excuse me ma’am?” 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    “Television,” Colleen said, entering a side door. “These Sidhe will never understand it. Don’t even try.” 
 
    “You made it. Thank goodness,” I said, taking in her “appropriate” outfit. She looked stunning in green sheath dress. Not exactly formal, and definitely not a gown or even military uniform, but it looked like the type of outfit a political aide or personal assistant would wear. 
 
     She gave a curt nod to Mrs. Graves, who turned to leave. “After you’re announced, you’ll walk to the throne. As your confidante, I’ll follow at your side and then stand to your left. Once the Queens arrive you’ll offer Eleanor and Fiona one of the seats to your right or you can just go directly to dinner.” 
 
    She nudged me forward and a servant stepped forward and rang a bell, gaining the attention of room. The crowd hushed and stood. In a smooth, loud voice he announced, “Nadya, the Lost Queen, Daughter of Claudia, Granddaughter of Celeste, Niece to Eleanor and Fiona, Heir of the Original Goddess.” 
 
    “That’s you,” Colleen said, pushing me into the room. She followed closely behind, whispering encouragement and information in my ear, including the directive to “look royal.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” I hissed, keeping my eyes forward and a plastered grin on my face. I didn’t want to look at the people bowing as I walked by. My people, as Liam would say. Liam. I hoped he was improving. 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    I’d only been seated for a moment when a commotion at the door caught my attention. “They’re here,” I heard from an unknown source. My stomach churned with nerves. 
 
    After all this time I would face them. Fiona and Eleanor. My mother’s sisters. Her murderers. The ones who set all of this into motion. 
 
    I swallowed and lifted my chin. “Send them in.” 
 
    *** 
 
    In a fast whisper, Colleen prepped me for their entrance. They would be announced in order according to their birth. Yes, they were twins (or triplets, including my mother) but Fiona was still two minutes younger. Thank goodness Mrs. Graves prepared me for announcement of their titles. I was able to keep a straight face. Sometimes this place was too much. 
 
     “Fiona, Queen of Solar, Daughter of Celeste, Sister to Eleanor and Claudia, Heir of the Original Goddess,” a man dressed in formal clothing announced, followed by the Queen’s entrance. 
 
    The guards and staff stood at alert, only moving to bow as she passed. Two handmaidens in equally beautiful gowns followed close behind. Fiona wore a dress made of gold and white fabric, her hair long and flowing with an exquisite crown resting on top of her head. My god, she looked like Cinderella. I expected birds to come and carry the train of her dress. Absolutely star struck, it took a moment to gain my composure and proceed as I was instructed. I moved to stand just as she arrived in front of my throne. Then I bowed. Fiona’s lips twisted into a gracious smile. 
 
    “Your Highness,” I said, repeating what Mrs. Graves had taught me to say. “Welcome.” 
 
    “Nadya, child, aren’t you gorgeous.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “May I approach?” 
 
    I glanced at Colleen and she gave me a tight nod. “Of course.” 
 
    Fiona stepped forward and I was hit by the delicious scent of vanilla. She caressed my cheek with a gloved hand. “Yes, I see the resemblance. You’re definitely part of the family.” 
 
    “Please, have a seat,” I said, and a servant ushered her to a high backed seat near the fire. I didn’t like the mention of family, seeing as how she’d played a part in my mother’s death. But I would address that later. From the noises coming at the entrance to the hall I had a feeling Eleanor was tired of waiting. 
 
    “Eleanor, Queen of Ravenwood, Daughter of Celeste, Sister to Fiona and Claudia, Heir of the Original Goddess.” 
 
    I braced myself for the woman who thrived in the land of cold and darkness, hunters and soldiers. On first sight she didn’t disappoint. She strode down the hall, shoulders back, chin up. Her dress was black and close fitting, trailing dramatically at the cuffs and down the back. Her crown was made of a black metal in the design of vines twisted together. She was a goth’s dream. I never could have imagined a more stunning dress, and her makeup—heavens her makeup. Her eye-liner was dark and heavy. It almost looked like paint. But my eyes were glued to the black-red shade of her lipstick. Divine. Three servants trailed her, dressed in what looked like military garb. 
 
     Without averting my attention, I whispered to Colleen, “I feel like I’m in some sort of Disney movie.” 
 
    “Shhh…” she replied, with a choked laugh. 
 
    Eleanor stopped in the same spot as Fiona, who was lounging in her chair down the way and made no effort to stand when I did. Okay, then. I was getting a feeling why these two identified separately with dark and light. It was in their nature. 
 
    “Welcome,” I said, feeling the cold wave of hostility. 
 
    “Nadya.” 
 
    “I’m glad you came,” I said, searching for the right words. If Eleanor’s intention was to intimidate me then she was doing a good job. 
 
    She glanced behind me and said in a quiet voice, “That was my mother’s throne.” 
 
    I looked down at the fur covered seat. “Oh, I didn’t know…” 
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t.” 
 
    “Ignore my sister,” Fiona said, from her chair. “She has no manners. I, for one, am thrilled to be in the old castle. It’s been ages.” 
 
    Eleanor’s eye twitched, betraying the annoyance her sister caused her, but did not address her. Mrs. Graves appeared in the side door way and gave me a quick nod. “Um, I think now would be a great time to have dinner, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Yes, wonderful,” Fiona said, finally rousing off her seat. Colleen followed us to the table on the far side of the fire pit. She carried herself with such a professional aloofness it was hard to reconcile her with the woman that worked with me for years at the airport. The good news was that she showed no fear, and that bolstered me a little. Thank god, there was no room for fear tonight. Not from our side of the table. 
 
    When we sat down, one associate of each queen sat with them. Colleen sat by my side in the seat Liam should have occupied. His absence was obvious to everyone and finally Fiona asked, “Where is Liam?” 
 
    “He’s, uh, occupied with some work.” 
 
    “Something more important than this?” Eleanor asked. Her eyes swept across the table at her sister, reminding me that even though they were different they had a shared interest. 
 
    “Yes, I expect him back soon, though.” They didn’t need to know he was injured. Or that I had done it myself. Sort of. 
 
    “Good,” Fiona said with a small smile. “I can’t wait to see him.” 
 
    “I’m sure he feels likewise,” I replied trying to keep the bitterness out of my tone. I wasn’t sure I succeeded. I reached for the silver goblet filled with wine and took a deep swallow. That must have been a signal of some kind, as maids and servers swooped down on the table and began filling it with platters of food and carafes of wine. I was happy to see them both dig in. Even with my nerves I was starving. 
 
    Like Mrs. Graves said, the pheasant was delicious. Both Eleanor and Fiona kept their tone pleasant, although I suspect it was the wine more than anything else. 
 
    “Tell us about your time in Otherworld. Where have you traveled?” 
 
    I thought for a moment, trying to ascertain if this was a trick question or not. They both had kept tabs on me for most of my time here. “I had the opportunity to travel through both of your kingdoms. They are both lovely. I can see why you are so protective of your land.” 
 
    “We’ve sunk our souls into Otherworld. Centuries of hard work and sacrifice to our people.” 
 
    “I can tell; your personalities are linked so closely to the landscape. To the people, too—they are very loyal.” 
 
    “Most, at least. Is that loyalty why you chose to kill my soldiers?” Fiona asked, nonchalantly. 
 
    “I didn’t choose to. I was forced to when they attacked me.” 
 
    Eleanor narrowed her eyes. “Tell me more about your use of the birds. Very inventive.” 
 
    “That was an accident.” 
 
    “Was it?” 
 
    Colleen gave the slightest shake of the head. She was right. Eleanor didn’t need to know I didn’t have full control over my magic. “Can we talk about something else?” 
 
    “If we must,” Eleanor said, eyes narrowed. “Let’s talk about your plans for the castle and land surrounding it.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, trying to measure my words to sound informed. “It’s my understanding the Deadlands were encroaching on your kingdoms, threatening your vegetation and animals. I’m hoping that will stop now.” 
 
    “That is true,” Fiona said, reaching for a chocolate covered strawberry from a bowl a server had just placed on the table. “But it’s more complicated that. Everything in Otherworld works on a fine equilibrium. You coming here upsets that balance.” 
 
    Eleanor gave me a patronizing grin. “For example, the dark magic in Ravenwood balances the light magic in Solar. Warmth versus cold. Positive energy against negative. We’re two sides of a coin.” 
 
    “We’re just not sure where you fit into this equation.” Fiona glanced at me after inspecting her nails. “There aren’t three sides to a coin, after all.” 
 
    “And it’s my understanding that there should only really be one queen. Yet Otherworld has three,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll give you another example,” Eleanor said. “If a subject from Solar came to me with the intent to betray her Queen, I would take her in…just to keep an eye on things. I’d punish the traitor, of course, but then use her for the greater good of our kingdoms. Using her skills to bring me useful information. In the end she would suffer for her original duplicity.” 
 
    A small smirk appeared on Fiona’s face. Her eyes cut between me and Colleen. Eleanor continued, “You betray my sister, you betray me.” 
 
    “That is, until a third party gets involved,” Fiona added. “Some people need to mind their own business.” 
 
    “Are you talking about Grace?” I asked. Neither woman replied. I had a feeling they got off on vague accusations and manipulation. Plus they conveniently failed to realize the hypocrisy of their involvement with my mother’s death. As though that wasn’t a betrayal of its own. “Because I’m pretty sure she did what you asked. Why did you torture her?” 
 
     “Not everything we asked,” Eleanor said, dryly. “Or we wouldn’t be here right now.” 
 
    “She brought me to your castle. The gates slammed shut on their own accord. That wasn’t her fault.” 
 
    “But she’s here, correct? Living with you?” Fiona asked. 
 
    “If I may,” Collen interjected, “Why don’t we talk about traitors later? There are many issues between the kingdoms that need to be discussed.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, happy for the focus. Colleen nodded and I removed the small slip of paper I’d tucked into the small pocket of my gown. It was a list of ideas I didn’t want to forget. “You both know I am new to this and it is not a job or title I am exactly comfortable with yet. But I won’t pretend I don’t feel a connection to this land and to the castle and even the people here, including you both. I would like to work with you on a reasonable truce for the time being.” 
 
    “Why would we consider a truce?” 
 
    “Because you know this land rightfully belonged to my mother. And you not only killed Celeste but you killed my mother, too. I don’t know how the law works around here but in the human world there is a severe punishment for that level of crime. My mother cared enough about Otherworld to spend her life monitoring the portal and keeping both worlds safe. And from what I understand, she was willing to return to Otherworld and you were willing to kill her to keep her away. That is enough motivation for me to stake my claim. And that scene with the birds and the soldiers I have taken on in this world and my home world should be enough to motivate you to back off. At least for now. Otherwise all this talk about how you care for your people isn’t very meaningful.”  
 
    “Aren’t you smug?” Fiona said with a snarl. “I see a little of my sister in there. I wonder if you’ll look the same begging for mercy.” 
 
    I tapped my sharpened nails on the table. “I will take you out before you get the chance to kill me.” 
 
    Fiona’s eyes widened, unused to being spoken to that way, but Eleanor just laughed. “You’re a strong little girl with some definite potential, but fighting with birds and stealing the energy of the dead can only take you so far. I will admit that losing Claudia was probably a mistak—“ 
 
    “You killed her.” 
 
    She shrugged as if the semantics were unnecessary to justify. “We acted rashly. You are correct about the land. We need the entire kingdom whole so it can begin to repair itself. The three of us need to work together—equally—to make this happen.” 
 
    Fiona opened her mouth to argue but Eleanor shot her a firm look. She didn’t look happy about the admonishment but remained quiet. Increasingly, it became clear that Eleanor wasn’t just the older sister. She was the dominant one as well. 
 
    “How do you propose we work together?” I asked. 
 
    “As far as a truce goes…we’re willing to discuss, but on our terms.” 
 
    Colleen spoke up and said, “Explain.” 
 
    “We agree to recognize Nayda as the Queen of this land. We will remain peaceful with the intent of healing the land, making it fertile and habitable for all. We will trade with one another and maintain a healthy economic relationship.” 
 
    “So far this only really benefits Solar and Ravenwood,” Colleen said. “What is the value for Nadya?” 
 
    “We will maintain this truce for three years, giving you time to build your kingdom, an army and any allies. We will have time to heal and fortify ourselves. The Guard will maintain the portal like they have since the beginning of time.” She smiled without a trace of bitterness. “After that we can reassess. I mean, it’s possible by then we’ll all be friends.” 
 
    To my surprise Fiona nodded in agreement. I wasn’t even sure she’d been paying attention. “We’ll think it over,” Colleen said. 
 
    “Of course,” Eleanor replied. “And please, add in any additional criteria you have. Should we meet again in three days?” 
 
    She looked directly at me and I nodded. “Three days sounds fine.” 
 
    I realized during all of this discussion the table had been cleared. The servers came forward with delicious-looking dessert of chocolate cake covered with berries. I lifted my fork and took the first, sweet bite, hoping maybe things would work out after all. When I looked up from my plate I saw Eleanor watching me, fork poised gracefully at her mouth. My father always said, “Don’t make a deal with the devil.” I never fully understood it. Not until now. 
 
    *** 
 
    “How is he?” I asked the moment dinner was over. My guests had retired to their own quarters. The journey back to their own kingdoms was too far to go at this time of night. They would leave in the morning. 
 
    “No change,” Mrs. Graves said. 
 
    “I have one last idea.” I’d already walked away, headed in the direction of Grace’s room. She sat on her bed reading a book. The security bracelets were visible on her wrists. “Tell me you didn’t poison Liam.” 
 
    “He was poisoned? What happened?” she asked, obviously out of the loop. “And no, Gods, no, I didn’t poison him. The last person I want to think I wanted him dead is Liam Caldwell.” 
 
    She had a point. 
 
    “I scratched him and something in the nail polish must have been charmed or poisoned. He’s unconscious. Do you know how to help him?” I knew she had a gift in this type of spell work. 
 
    “There are several antidotes to this type of infection. Can you direct me to the apothecary? I may be able to work something up.” 
 
    Apothecary? Of course this place had its own pharmacy. I nodded and took her to the hallway where I found a guard. “Escort her to the apothecary and give her anything she needs.” 
 
    “Your Highness, are you sure that’s wise? 
 
    “Did you just question me?” I snapped. I was on the verge of really snapping big time. Exhausted and worn out from the meeting with two conniving queens and poisoning the man I loved—the man who’d possibly betrayed me. “Take her to the apothecary.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    They went the opposite way and I managed to find my way back to Liam’s quarters without any assistance. He was surrounded by a group of people. Healers and guards. Colleen had returned and Brayden stood vigil. Standing over him I said, “Everyone leave. Please.” 
 
    “Are you sure—“ Someone had the gall to ask. 
 
    “Yes!” I shouted. “I’m sure. Positive. Absolutely.” I took a moment to look every person in the eye while inhaling deeply. Several paled in fear. Others returned my look with confidence. “You’ve asked me to stand up for you all and take the title of your Lost Queen. I’ve left my home. I’ve met with the opposition. I’ve possibly lost the very soul that binds me to the universe. I have done everything you’ve asked of me yet when I ask something of you, all I get in return are objections and questions.” I paused and lowered my voice. “From now on you will do as I ask, the first time.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” 
 
    I addressed the healers. “Go to the apothecary. I sent a girl down there to work on an antidote. Assist her.” The women nodded and scurried out of the room. “Everyone else, leave.” 
 
    Once they were gone, I approached Liam. They’d left him on the bed shirtless and with no bandage covering his wound. Blood wasn’t flowing, but the scratch marks hadn’t scabbed over either. It was obvious that the injury was magical and that only magic would solve it. I just didn’t understand why I couldn’t heal him. I sat down on his mattress, fighting the skirt of the dress to get as close to him as possible. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re missing me in this dress,” I said. “You’re probably the only one who would truly appreciate it. I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s beautiful, but I’d rather be in a pair of yoga pants and a t-shirt.” 
 
    He lay silently, lost somewhere beyond consciousness. Tears sprang to my eyes and I wiped them away. “I’m so sorry. I was mad. So mad. And scared. Really, really scared. The idea of you betraying me—it’s something I’ve carried since we met. It’s a fear I’ve allowed to fester even when you’ve shown me time and time again that you’ve got my back.” I couldn’t hold back the sob anymore and let loose, resting my head on the side of his chest that wasn’t injured. “They want a truce, Liam. For three years. But how can I believe them? Look at what happened to you. I’m sure they’re behind it. And my mother and the attacks back home.” 
 
    I sat and ran my hand down his arm and across his stomach, just in case he could feel me. “But what if I don’t take the offer and they attack? It could be worse for all of us. I don’t know what to do and I need you here to help me.” 
 
    I pressed my lips to his. The normal rush of energy wasn’t there although there was a small thread that still connected us. The part that was missing left a hole in my chest. An ache. I missed him—that thing between us—and I would give anything to get it back. I kissed him again. All over his face and neck. I kissed him near his wound, using the tactics that have always worked in healing. Nothing worked. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said again, curling into his side, eyes closed. I whispered close to his ear, “I love you. I’ll do anything to get you back, I’ll fight for you. Promise.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The healers returned just before dawn. Grace followed them into the room, and it was clear from her disheveled hair and wrinkled clothing she hadn’t slept all night. I rubbed my eyes and sat up. “Anything?” 
 
    “We tested the nail polish. It wasn’t poisoned.” 
 
    “What? How can that be?” 
 
    “I don’t know but we created a couple of potions. We’re going to try them, but I’m not optimistic,” Grace said. 
 
    I moved away from the bed and watched as the healers applied various salves to the wound. We waited in the silent room, hoping for a miracle. It never came. 
 
    “What do we do now?” I asked, Grace. “I can’t lose him.” 
 
    “There’s one alternative, but you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    “I’m willing to try anything.” 
 
    She sighed, not hiding the wariness on her face. “Fiona may be able to help him.” 
 
    “Then let’s get her! She’s in the castle.” I moved to the door, ready to wake her. Grace grabbed my arm and held me back. 
 
    “Having Fiona save Liam puts you in a position of debt you may never be able to pay. Consider this carefully.” 
 
    “His life is worth any debt,” I argued. “I can’t let him remain like this or die because of their petty politics.” 
 
    “They aren’t petty. I don’t know what happened in your meeting tonight, but they surely are working out the angles to gain the upper hand. You can’t trust them.” 
 
    “They want a truce! They’re working with us. Maybe they appreciate my power. It’s possible they fear me.” Even as I said the words, I believed them. I was powerful. More and more so every day. 
 
    “Oh they fear you, alright, but not in a way that gives you power in this situation. I can’t predict their next move but you must be careful.” She looked at Liam, pale and lifeless on the bed. “Sacrificing Liam may be the only way to handle this.” 
 
    Did she just suggest I sacrifice Liam for the kingdom? She did, and the result was a burning rage that bubbled hot and swift. It’s the same feeling I had when I confronted everyone the night before. I had no control over it and wasn’t sure I wanted to have any. “How dare you suggest I sacrifice Liam, the one I am bonded to, because of some feud in a land I’ve been in for less than a week. I don’t know any of you, but I do know him. I know his heart. I know that my own fears created this situation in the first place. I’ve betrayed him once. I will not do it again.” 
 
    I rushed past her with a wave of my hand and to both of our surprise she flew backward against the wall, landing hard. She gasped and held her stomach in pain. I spread my hands and felt the tingle of energy. 
 
    “How?” I asked, making no move to help her. “How did I do that?” 
 
    “This place is changing you.” She grimaced and picked herself off the floor. “You know it. You can feel it. I can, too.” 
 
    A guard stood just outside the door and I called him in. “Take her back to her room. Make sure the bracelets are secure.” 
 
    He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her in the direction of her room. She looked back and cried, “Nadya! Don’t do this.” 
 
    “I have no choice,” I said, walking toward the guest quarters. The halls were quiet, no servants wandering around. It was still early and as much as I didn’t want to wake Fiona, like I’d just told Grace, there was little choice. 
 
    I entered her rooms and found her aide awake in the parlor. “I need to see Fiona. It’s important.” 
 
    She didn’t argue. She didn’t say anything. Maybe word had gotten around that I had lost all patience. She disappeared to the darkened bedroom and I heard soft talking and finally they both emerged. Fiona wore long, flowing lingerie. The fabric was sheer and thin, revealing much of her body. I tried to keep my eyes level, but she was a beautiful woman. A knowing smirk twisted on her lips. 
 
    “This better be good,” she said, settling into the velvet chaise. 
 
     “I apologize for waking you. This is an emergency.” 
 
    She yawned, clearly only half interested. “What sort of emergency? You didn’t kill my sister did you? I suggested she sleep with a blade.” 
 
    “What? No I didn’t kill Eleanor.” I sighed. “It’s about Liam.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “I just…I wasn’t completely honest about him last night.” 
 
    His name roused her from her apathy. “How so?” 
 
    “He’s injured. Somehow…I don’t know. I thought he’d been poisoned. But now…I can’t even explain what is going on, but the healers can’t do anything and he’s unconscious. He’s not responding in any way. I fear for his life.” 
 
    “And you came here?” 
 
    “I know you’re powerful with the use of spells and potions. Is there anything you can do to help him?” I swallowed and managed the following words, despite the bitter taste, “I know you’re close to him. I know he cares for you.” 
 
    She stood abruptly and said to her aide, “Get my robe.” 
 
    “You’ll come?” 
 
    “Of course. Take me to him.” She wrapped the belt white velvet robe around her waist and once we left her rooms she said, “Tell me everything that has happened so far.” 
 
    I lied. I told her Liam arrived back from his trip with the scratch on his chest, unable to communicate about what happened or who had hurt him. I didn’t tell her I did this to him—I couldn’t. She didn’t need any more reason not to trust me more than she already did. 
 
     “I tried to heal him,” I said, unsure of how much she knew about the bond Liam and I shared. Could they heal one another, too? Or did they just share energy? 
 
    “But it didn’t work?” 
 
    “No. Nothing. The wound just continued to fester.” 
 
    In his room, Fiona approached the bed, kneeling next to Liam’s head. She touched his red, irritated skin and carefully inspected the wound. Leaning forward she sniffed the injury and frowned. “You said you healed him before?” 
 
    “Yes. Liam and I can, uh, heal one another?” 
 
    “How do you normally perform this?” 
 
    I assessed her face and found her expression sincere. Grace had made me paranoid. Everything about this place made me paranoid. “Usually it involves a level of intimacy.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, knowingly. Did she know? From personal experience? “And you tried these methods?” 
 
    “Yes; he was unresponsive.” 
 
    She turned back to Liam and investigated the wound further. I watched as she ran her hands down his arms until she reached his hands, studying his fingernails and lifted his eyelids. Fiona bent closer to inspect his pupils. Finally, to my horror she ran a finger over the oozing sore and licked the tip with her tongue. 
 
    “Oh my god,” I said, holding back a gag. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “You’re right, he’s been poisoned. But not by a potion. It’s venom.” 
 
    “What? Like from an animal?” My mind spun, trying to grasp what she said. 
 
    “These marks look like talons or claws. It must have been some kind of predator. The problem is that we don’t know exactly what attacked him and obviously he can’t tell us.” 
 
    I swallowed. Venom. From my nails? I needed to tell her. I couldn’t. But what if it saved him? I struggled with the idea, fighting mentally. She approached me and took my hand roughly. Lifting my fingers under her nose she sniffed. With narrow, amused eyes she said, “You did this.” 
 
    “By accident. I promise.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” she said, looking between us. 
 
    “You should have told me. I have an idea for a cure.” 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    “Your blood.” 
 
    I looked at this woman. This queen in her luxurious white velvet robe with gold embroidered trim. She was gorgeous, like a supermodel or a contestant from the Miss Inner-World Pageant, and she was telling me to use my blood to cure Liam from venom I infected him with. I needed to go home. 
 
    Aware I struggled with the concept, she said, “I suspect the usual way you heal Liam isn’t strong enough to deal with the venom. The venom is in his blood stream, something that even your very powerful healing techniques may not be able to penetrate. I think if you inject him directly with your blood it may help cleanse his system. 
 
    “Holy crap,” I said, shaking my head in wonder. “That almost makes sense.” 
 
    “You’ll do it?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, turning to the guard and demanding that he get us the medical supplies from the healers. He was only gone for a moment and returned followed by Mrs. Graves, Colleen, Grace and the other healers. The room was suddenly packed with people, but I pushed their presence out, focusing on the antiquated looking syringe. 
 
    “Let me,” Grace said, stepping forward. I exposed my arm and she picked up the syringe. Fiona stepped forward and ran her hand over my arm. The air shimmered over it and I felt a tingling sensation. 
 
    “What did you do?” I asked, but I already knew. My arm felt numb and I closed my eyes when Grace pushed the needle into the soft flesh near the crook of my elbow. Due to whatever spell Fiona conjured, I felt nothing. I opened my eyes and along with the rest of the room, watched quietly as she extracted a full syringe of blood. 
 
    “This should be enough,” Grace said, holding the syringe in the air. “Do you want me to do it?” 
 
    “No. I can do it,” I said, thinking back to the time I had to give my diabetic cat shots. Not that it was the same but…well, I wanted to do this alone with Liam. I needed to be alone with him when he woke up. For my safety and his. “Do you all mind if we have some privacy?” 
 
    Fiona’s eyes narrowed, just barely, but she turned abruptly and left the room first. I guess her work was done. Everyone else followed her lead, although Mrs. Graves lingered with deep lines of concern etched in her forehead. I noticed her tired eyes and said, “It’s going to be okay. I’ll fix this. I have to, you know that, right?” 
 
    “I know,” she said, closing the door behind her. 
 
    With the syringe clutched tight in my hand I approached the bed. Even in pain he was beautiful. Unearthly. I should have known all along he wasn’t human. How could he have ever been? 
 
    “It’s just you and me,” I said, standing above him. “Like the time you almost bled to death in the airport and then healed right before my eyes.” Without another thought I held the syringe over his wound, whispered a quiet prayer and stabbed the needle into his chest. Nothing happened, not even a gasp, until I pushed the end, plunging the vial of blood into his body. The reaction was instant, blood snaking away from the wound. The anti-venom, my blood, boiled under his skin, leaving dark lines as it traveled through his body. 
 
    I watched in silence. Jaw dropped, eyes wide. I didn’t breathe or move. I just watched the wound heal, skin knitting together, until his chest was perfect again. 
 
    “Liam?” I asked. I took his hand and squeezed. His fingers returned the motion and I nearly squealed when his eyes popped open blue and burning. I leaned forward but he sat up, muscles taut, eyes pinned to mine. “I was so scared. I thought I’d lost—“ 
 
    Before I finished my thought he was off the bed and kissing me, hands cupped around my face. I plunged into him, his mind and thoughts, seeking his center. His self. I found all of that and more. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    Liam 
 
    The first thing I saw was Nadya. Her dark hair and the smooth exposed skin of her shoulders. Even before I opened my eyes I felt her near me. I felt her in me, tiny heartbeats rushing through my veins. I had no memory of what happened, how I got here, but I only wanted one thing. Her. 
 
    With a burst of energy I leapt from the bed and kissed her. Gods, she tasted so good. So perfect. I felt like a man taking his first breath—his first drink. Light sprang between us, buzzing with energy. I tugged at the straps of her dress, the beads snapping between my fingers. I glanced down and realized it was styled for the women in my world. “This is a sight to wake up to,” I said against her mouth, taking in the rest of her—the braids and eye decorations. Everything about her had the allure of Otherworld. Something I wasn’t sure I’d ever see her commit to. She looked beautiful. Royal. 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re okay.” 
 
    “I’m better than okay.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She nodded, pressing her mouth to my neck. A shiver ran down my back and I kissed her again, harder. She sank against the wall, dark hair against white plaster. Never have I wanted a woman so badly. The desire burned in my belly, hardened my body. 
 
    “Everything is heightened,” I said. Her eyelashes looked a mile long. Her scent was overpowering—delicious. I wanted to taste her. “I feel so…” 
 
    “Alive?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I healed you.” 
 
    I paused. Well, my mouth. My hands continued to roam, my brain was too distracted to recall my last memory. “You did? From what?” 
 
    “A wound. In your chest. It was bad, Liam. I almost killed you.” 
 
    “But you healed me.” 
 
    “I did, but not in our usual way.” 
 
    I didn’t exactly care. Nadya and I had saved one another from a dozen injuries at this point, but to be fair, I’d never felt like this afterward. I never felt like I had more energy than my body could contain. I mean, I’d considered something like this could happen, but only if we— 
 
    “Did we…” I searched for the words. No need. She shook her head in the negative. “Then what? No,” I said. “I don’t care. Gods, I just don’t care. I should care, but I don’t, Nadya. My body is going to burst if I don’t release this energy and I’d prefer to release it with and in you.” 
 
    She grinned. “You’ll have to wait for alone time. There are pressing matters.” 
 
    “You can’t convince me anything is more important than you, right now, with me.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about the two of us? That together we’re Gods,” she asked. Those were the last words I remember saying to her. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “I was afraid you’d run if I told you. That you would think I’m insane. Or,” I said, with great hesitation, “That you would believe I was using you to assert my own power. Without you I am just a Sidhe Guardian, nothing more. But what you do not understand is I am willing to be only that to share a life with you—any life.” 
 
    “Liam,” she said, taking my face in hers. “You are already larger than life—a god among men. There is no “just” when it comes to you.” 
 
    The longing for her intensified. I kissed her hard—desperate. I’d do anything for her. Including deprive myself for eternity. “I love you, Nadya.” 
 
    “Even though I almost killed you?” 
 
    “Gods yes. I love your strength and power.” 
 
    She looked up through a tangle of dark lashes and sighed. “Everyone is outside waiting to hear if you survived.” 
 
    “Oh.” Regardless I pressed my mouth to hers, tasting her warm breath. “They can wait. You’re the Queen and I’m, well…me.” 
 
    A loud banging shook the wooden door. Nadya smiled as I cursed. “You’ll pay for this later.” 
 
    When she turned away, I said a quick prayer, thanking the Gods for her. At the door she lamely attempted to fix her strap. Another loud knock and I heard her name shouted through the thick door. 
 
    “Are you ready to face them?” she asked, eyes roaming over my body. I situated myself appropriately. 
 
    I flashed her a smile. “With you, I’m ready for anything.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    Nadya 
 
      
 
     “He’s okay. The antidote worked.” 
 
    This announcement was met with a mixture of expressions. Several matching my own relief, Colleen and the other Guards, primarily. Grace had a small, sly smirk on her face, and Mrs. Graves, well her disapproving grin seemed even more disapproving than usual as her eyes lingered on my broken dress strap. She pushed past me to find Liam, who I’d left cleaning up in the bathroom. Fiona was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Where did she go?” I asked Grace, once the crowd dispersed. I’m sure half to spread rumors through the kingdom. This was a really weird place. 
 
    “She didn’t stay around after you closed the doors. I guess she figured it would work and went back to bed. Or maybe she was jealous. Or needed her beauty rest. Trust me, I have no idea how that woman’s mind works.” She pinched my arm and asked, “How is he?” 
 
    “Okay, I think. He had a lot of energy from the cure. Like it didn’t just heal him, it revitalized him.” I studied her carefully, trying to decide, again, if I could trust her. “We’ve always known that together we are stronger. This seems to confirm it.” 
 
    “So what now?” 
 
    “Now? I’ll let Mrs. Graves fuss over him and Colleen fill him in on everything he needs to know about the meeting with the other kingdoms. I’ll be in my room. Asleep. Go back to your room too, Grace. Thank you for your help.” 
 
    Back in my room, I undressed and put on a t-shirt from back home. Everything from the past week crashed over me and even though I wasn’t exactly relaxed, I fell asleep. I woke once, maybe. I recalled growling at Isla when she approached me on my way to the bathroom. Later, I did feel the bed shift under me and I rolled toward the movement and found myself wrapped in strong, warm arms.  
 
    “Go back to sleep,” Liam whispered, and I drifted. 
 
    I dreamed of the castle, the rolling, green hills that surrounded it. Fruit trees and lush crops. I walked through the gardens until I found a path, surrounded by shady trees. I inhaled the scent of rich, fertile land. It seemed endless, until I came to a muddy river. I crossed it, knee deep in the water, holding the fabric of a blue cotton dress bunched in my hand. The hem dipped in the water but I made it to the other side where the landscape changed. I was back in the Deadlands. Just ahead was a tree. Barren and dead but a long branch grew to the side with a long rope hanging, tied like a noose. 
 
    “This is what they fear.” 
 
    I turned and found Liam by my side. The bottoms of his trousers were wet. “What do they fear?” 
 
    “Me and you.” 
 
    “Why? I want to live peacefully.” 
 
    He grimaced. “It’s not that easy.” 
 
    “Then make it easy. Fix this.” 
 
    “Please don’t make me,” he said as though I had all the power. That was silly. If I’d learned anything, Liam was the one with power. Over me. Fiona. Even Eleanor. 
 
    I looked at the rope, a nervous feeling creeping up my neck. “Who is it for?” 
 
    “You have to decide.” 
 
    “Between them? 
 
    He frowned. “Between us.” 
 
    I woke with a start, coated in sweat, clutched tight by Liam’s arms. The room had the light of dawn seeping through the windows. I saw Liam’s face. His frown and furrowed brow. “What? A dream?” 
 
    “A nightmare,” I said, seeking his face with my hands. I felt his jaw and along the lines of his cheekbones. He kissed my fingers. 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    “It didn’t make sense. It was just weird.” I blinked, feeling groggy, like I couldn’t shake the lingering effects of the dream. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Since yesterday morning. You lost a day.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay, well, what did I miss?” My stomach growled. I clasped my hands over it to squelch the sound. “Besides food.” 
 
    He hopped out of bed and brought me a tray of fruit, cheese and meat. “Your little handmaiden made me promise to give this to you. She’s probably got her ear glued to the door right now to make sure.” 
 
    “Probably,” I said, through a mouthful of bread. “So right, besides food, what did I miss?” 
 
    “Eleanor and Fiona left yesterday morning. Colleen and Brayden got me up to date on the treaty. Mrs. Graves fussed over me. She’s much more in her element here than back in the human world.” 
 
    “Did you see Fiona and Eleanor before they left?” 
 
    “Briefly. They know I’m okay.” 
 
    “Fiona helped save you. She told me how to do it. I never would have figured it out on my own.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Ah, so I owe her a debt?” 
 
    “We owe her.” 
 
    “Even worse.” 
 
    We ate quietly for a moment and then I asked, “What did you think about the terms of the treaty?” 
 
    He rubbed his chin. “I think it’s okay. I’d rather it be a bit longer than three years—I don’t know why they set the time limit, other than they’re hoping to come up with a way to bend your will to theirs.” 
 
    “I have no intention of bending any time soon.” 
 
    “I know, and I love that about you.” 
 
    I look into his eyes. “I love you too.” 
 
    “Are we good?” he asked. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I mumbled, looking down at my hands. “This place makes me a little crazy. Definitely paranoid.” 
 
    “You have to trust me.” 
 
    “I do. There was a moment I thought I may lose you and that was enough to push aside my worries. But I do need to know one more thing—something important.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “How did you know you and I were the match and not Eleanor or Fiona? Could you have picked one of them? They seemed to think so.” 
 
    “It’s like fitting a key in a lock,” he said taking my hand in his. “There is only one key that will fit in a particular lock. It was never a choice; it has always been about fate binding us together. I am a Guardian of the land—a role created specifically by the original Goddess. The true Queen must have a companion, not necessarily of her choosing, but one destined for her. This is my destiny, and apparently yours. Together our power will be unrivaled.” 
 
    “Fiona and Eleanor thought they could win you over?” 
 
    “They stole their kingdoms. They thought they could steal me too.” 
 
    “But you knew better?” I asked. 
 
    “I had a feeling, one that was realized the day your abilities were revealed.” 
 
    A question. The question nagged at the back of my mind. “Why didn’t you just tell me the truth all along?” 
 
     He sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “As much as you had to learn to trust me, I had to trust you. I had to train you and make sure you were committed. I had to know once you got here you would be willing to take all of this on. It’s why I panicked when Grace brought you earlier than I expected. What if you had balked? What if you had run directly to Fiona or Eleanor—or they got to you first? It could have been a disaster. I was hoping to explain all this to you gradually, but life doesn’t always work out the way I want it to.” He touched my face. “I’ve had decades to deal with Fiona and Eleanor and know their true intentions. My time with you has been very intense but so overwhelming. I had to make sure.” 
 
    I nodded. “What happens next?” 
 
    “We hand over that signed treaty and go home.” 
 
    “Home?” The thought of home brought a pang to my chest. 
 
    A smile crept over his lips. “I protect the portal. So do you.” 
 
    “What about the castle?” 
 
    “The day-to-day can be handled by others. I’m sure Mrs. Graves will make the sacrifice. We can make regular visits and,” he shrugged, “If you decide you want to live here you have every right to reassign me.” 
 
    For the first time in weeks I considered that everything would be okay. “So that’s the plan? Having our cake and eating it too?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s the plan.” He laughed. “Now, I think you agreed to revisit something from yesterday?” 
 
    “Something?” 
 
    Liam leaned forward and kissed me. His lips were warm, and for once we were truly in synch. No injuries or warring emotions. No race against death, evil queens or soldiers breathing down our necks. The only breath I felt was his mingled with mine. 
 
     “Should we do this?” I asked. He pressed against me, I had no idea how “no” was even a possible answer. 
 
    “We should definitely do this.” 
 
    “You said once we consummate our bodies outside of the protective sanctuary then we’d fully merge—I’m not ready for all of that.” 
 
    “Trust me?” 
 
    I nodded, even after he held up his blade. 
 
    “I’ll make it quick,” he said, rolling me to my side. Heat boiled in me as he worked. With a tense jaw and concentrated eyes, he marked the soft flesh of my hip. Energy sourced between us, the intention of the mark spreading through my limbs. By the time he finished, pressing his mouth against the symbol and whispering ancient words warm and commanding, I panted. Desperate for him. 
 
    “There,” he said. “It’s like mystical birth control.” 
 
    “That’s why you carry the mark?” 
 
    “Among other reasons.” 
 
    His mouth covered mine and like that I submitted. My t-shirt and both of our shorts fell to the floor. I had no desire to fight him. My only wish was to be with him. My blood ran through his veins. We were already joined. We’d joined in the Valley, and just as I knew then, his feelings were pure. He was my destiny and I was his. 
 
    For the first time I gave myself to him fully. No mind-tricks. No magic. Just his hands on my body, his body in mine, joined, sticky and slick. Letting go allowed me to fully embrace the moment in a way that eluded me before. My stomach tensed and my brain shut off, falling into a haze of ecstasy. Colors danced between us, blue and purple. Through the pleasure, I felt him—all of him—as he moved hard and swift. My hands clenched his back, pulling him closer. 
 
    “Gods,” he murmured against my cheek. He still prayed to the very entities that he was nearly one of himself. 
 
    I felt the rush of him in me and my body complied, tightening around him, pleasure painting our colors deep red. 
 
    I lay beneath him, wiggling away as he kissed my sensitive inner thighs. 
 
     “How do you feel?” he asked, kissing his way up my belly. 
 
    “Happy.” 
 
    He looked up, a wide grin on his face. “Me too.” 
 
    But there was more—something greater rolling beneath the surface. Power, but we already knew that. This feeling, it anchored us together, to this place and to one another. I knew why Fiona and Eleanor wanted it so badly. It was the one thing they could never have, set aside the day they murdered Celeste. 
 
    The strength and rewards of unconditional love. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    Liam 
 
    We rode out of the kingdom toward the meeting point. This time we had an entourage. Several guards including Colleen and Brayden. Nadya had requested that Grace come along. Servants carried our bags, as we planned to leave for the human world from the meeting. 
 
     Mrs. Graves stayed back at the castle, pleased with her role of caretaker. Colleen would stay back as well to serve as a liaison between the kingdoms. It seemed like a stable set up. If not, Nadya and I would be only a portal-hop away. I had faith we could make this arrangement work—at least until I figured out what Fiona and Eleanor planned. Of course they had something planned. Didn’t they always? 
 
    I glanced at the woman beside me. Nayda insisted on wearing her human clothing to the meeting. Some sort of attempt to stand her ground. Whatever she wanted. I trusted her instincts. She gave me a small knowing look, a smile on her lips, before focusing on the trail ahead. Our time in bed was intense. I could sense her desire to join with me again. Or maybe that was just my own want. Her horse moved forward and she gave me a fast glance, eyes narrowed, lips playful. No, she wanted me too. Gods, we just needed to get through this treaty signing and I’d take her home and keep her in bed for days. 
 
    Camelot picked up her pace to stay close. I kept my eyes on her hair, the way it swung back and forth from the knot Isla had arranged it in. Her bangs lay blunt across her forehead, purple streaked down the sides. Small studs sparkled in her ears, the necklace from her mother hung around her neck. I noticed the glint of the red, jeweled ring on her finger as she gripped the reins. 
 
    The lush lands of her kingdom faded away and we met the place unclaimed by the Deadlands’ revival. 
 
    “Is this the furthest the vegetation reaches?” she asked. Deep lines marred her forehead. 
 
    “It will happen, eventually. Total reclaiming will take time—years even.” 
 
    We came to a river and the guards crossed it first. Nayda waited at the edge and I eased Camelot next to her. “Afraid to cross?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “I dreamed of this place.” 
 
    “A nightmare?” Dreams held significance in Otherworld. Often they were more than a restless mind. Any disturbance Nadya had I should know. 
 
    “Sort of. Nothing happened in the river—it was more about what we find on the other side.” 
 
    “Did anything bad happen? Dangerous?” 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m being silly.” 
 
    Grace’s horse came along side ours. She’d heard Nadya and the same concern I had was evident on her face. She frowned and looked between the two of us. “I’m sure it was just nerves about the meeting.” I prodded them along and followed behind them. The remaining guards brought up the rear. 
 
    “Eleanor and Fiona picked this spot because it was a crossroads for the kingdoms,” I explained to Nadya. The lands meet here, which gives you all even footing. It’s symbolic more than anything else.” We rode over the small hill and the clearing of green grass was visible. The ancient tree sat in the middle, the true middle of our three kingdoms. 
 
    As we approached, the tension never left Nadya’s face. Her eyes were locked on the tree. I felt stress in our bond. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t trust them.” 
 
    I took her hand. “Don’t worry. We have everything under control. This is a good deal for them too.” 
 
    “I hope so, Liam.” She gave me a final look and rode toward the tree. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter 39 
 
    Nadya 
 
    The twisted feeling in the pit of my stomach grew with every step my horse took toward the tree. I may be a believer of horoscopes and even more recently magic, but dreams becoming real? That scared the heck of out me, and there was nothing I wanted more than to turn tail and run all the way back to the secure walls of the castle. 
 
    As I approached the tree, I reconciled the fact the grass was green and not brown and brittle, like my dream. No rope or noose hung from the low-hanging branch. Just a shady, flat stone platform had been built at the bottom, I assume for meetings like this one. 
 
    As if they were waiting for our approach, Fiona and Eleanor strode on handsome horses toward the tree. “Dismount,” Liam said behind me. A wave of emotion passed over me as he helped me down. Fear that he was here, like in my dream. Relief that he would assist me. 
 
    “Nadya,” Eleanor said in greeting. Fiona simply nodded. “You look well, Liam.” 
 
    “Let’s get this done,” he said, unrolling a long sheet of paper. I had a brief longing for an iPad or something. 
 
    “I see you added some stipulations,” Eleanor said, looking over the details. “You’ll be returning to the Humanworld?” 
 
    “For part of the time—to continue my mother’s work at the portal.” 
 
    Her eyes widened slightly. “Of course.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ve left the castle in capable hands and we will return often.” 
 
    Fiona eyed Liam with equal measures of wanting to harm him and just wanting him. Increasingly I wasn’t convinced of her stability. They read the remainder of the treaty, pausing to ask a trivial question here or there. Liam answered them all in short, clipped replies. I saw Eleanor’s black polished fingernail stop at the final notation. “This isn’t possible.” 
 
    “What?” I asked leaning forward. I knew what that stipulation had been. 
 
    Grace. 
 
    “Grace doesn’t belong to you, dear. She’s my sister’s property.” 
 
    Fiona nodded as if she cared. I suspected she didn’t. I looked behind me and found Grace waiting on the hilltop with the others. “Grace is my friend. I gave her sanctuary at my kingdom.” 
 
    “You really have no choice. You do not get to interfere with the ways of our people. She is a traitor and must be punished.” Eleanor flashed me a condescending grin. I hated her. “Unless you have something of equal value to trade for her life?” 
 
    I turned to Liam seeking advice, a suggestion—anything. He shook his head. “There has to be something.” 
 
    “There’s not, and Eleanor’s right. She’s from Solar. We have no right to keep her.” 
 
    “Liam! She helped save your life!” 
 
    “So did Fiona,” he whispered, as though he didn’t want to remind them. As if they’d forgotten. “I need to go get her.” 
 
    “No, I’ll go,” I said. 
 
    I walked away from the others. Away from the snarky grins on the Queens’ faces. The frown on Liam’s. I walked back up the hill, thankful for my jeans and boots. Halfway there Grace caught my eye and ran to meet me. 
 
    From her expression she’d already guessed. “They want me.” 
 
    “They do.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Nadya. You’ve been so good to me.” 
 
    “It’s not okay.” 
 
    “Yes it is. Please let me go. It’s for the best.” 
 
    “But they’ll hurt you,” I said, fighting back tears. 
 
    Her blue eyes sparkled. “They may, but I’ve got some fight in me.” 
 
    I flung my arms around her and squeezed tight. I felt the thin lines in her back from her wings and wished she’d just fly away. “No,” she said, following my train of thought. “I will not be the reason to break this treaty that hasn’t even started yet. You’re going to do great things. Let me be part of that.” 
 
    I nodded, unable to speak. Hand in hand we walked back to the tree. 
 
    Grace wiped a tear from her eye and faced the guard that wrapped chains around her wrists and across her back so she couldn’t unfurl her wings. Liam stood by my side and the bond ebbed between us. He felt my sorrow. I used his strength. 
 
    “There,” Eleanor said, amending the portion about Grace. She signed her name in black ink and sealing it with a hot stamp of wax. Fiona picked up the same pen and signed her name in loopy gold ink. Freaking magic. She handed me the pen I looked at the tip, glinting with silver ink. 
 
    “Your turn, Your Highness,” Eleanor said, voice thick with amusement. Her tone made it click—the fact she didn’t respect me. This was all another move in the game. 
 
    It was time for me to make my play. 
 
    I bent to sign the paper but turned fast, stabbing the pen clear through the pale flesh of Eleanor’s hand, nailing her to the table. She screeched and Fiona jumped up, a second too late. Liam had her from behind, bronze sword at her neck. 
 
    “Little girl,” my black haired aunt declared, “You have no idea what you’ve unleashed.” 
 
    The pen was nothing for a woman of Eleanor’s strength; she muttered words and the metal dissolved into dust. I unsheathed the blade attached to my thigh and she held a long black, jewel encrusted scepter in her hand. 
 
    “Take me on,” I said. “I dare you to without your magic.” 
 
    “You want a cat-fight? Hair pulling and slaps across the face?” she sneered. 
 
    I shrugged. “I just want to punch you in the face.” 
 
    She pulled the end of the scepter out and revealed a long blade that glinted in the afternoon light. “Take your best shot.” 
 
    I charged her, making the first move. It was risky, something Colleen had warned me about many times but the rage and fury under my skin had pushed me to the brink. 
 
    She blocked me easily, our blades clinking with a fiery spark. I dug into my wheel-house, fighting like I’d been taught. Knees, elbows and fists. Eleanor’s style was graceful, but not enough to escape a debilitating jab to the gut. 
 
    “Oof,” she exhaled, distracted, and I kicked her sword out of reach. She went for my face, tearing at my skin with her claw-like nails. Leg out, I swept her ankles, pushing her back with my palms. She landed face first in the dirt, rolling over quick, dress tearing at the hem. 
 
    My feet tangled in the fabric and I stumbled, her ribs breaking my fall. Crack! Her elbow slammed into my jaw. Dazed, I swung. My fist grazed her eye. She pulled at my hair, yanking me off. When I pressed a thumb to her still healing hand, she screamed painfully. 
 
    I rushed to my feet and grabbed her sword and my blade. I held the point to her throat. 
 
    “A flick of my wrist you’ll be bound to that tree.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, allowing my essence to flow from my limbs. Blades of grass moved as though the wind blew, the roots from the ancient tree quaked and the leaves rustled, trembling under my command. Vines wove around Eleanor’s ankles and wrists and birds screeched from the treetop. 
 
    “That tree answers to me,” I said. “This land heeds my call. I will use it against you if you break the treaty—the original one.” 
 
    “The traitor belongs to my sister.” 
 
    My eyes flick to Fiona, still held by Liam. 
 
    “I’ve spared Fiona because she’s saved Liam’s life.” I said to my fair-haired aunt. “Give me the girl. I will keep her close and she’ll never enter your kingdom again.” 
 
    “If she does, the payment will be fierce,” Fiona replied. 
 
    I nodded to Liam and he released her. Eleanor waved her hand and the chains dropped from Grace’s body with a loud clink. 
 
    “Three years,” Liam said, handing me the clean contract. Grace’s addendum had been scratched through. He offered me the wax to stamp with my own seal. 
 
    “Three years,” Eleanor agreed. “Until then, make your presence infrequent.” 
 
    “I will not abandon my people,” I said. “But I have obligations in the human world. I will not interfere with your kingdoms.” 
 
    A chill passed over my spine as Eleanor and Fiona held my eye. Peace was tenuous. Liam gently pulled me away, both of us aware the battle was far from over. 
 
    *** 
 
    Entering the human world’s atmosphere was almost as exciting as Otherworld’s. The plane was a little less dramatic than flying in the arms of a dying fairy, but at least we didn’t have someone chasing us. In fact, if I had to guess, I’d say the majority of people were happy to see us go. I’d brought as many problems into their world as solutions, and Liam? Well, they were just afraid of him. Rightly so. 
 
    Liam marked Grace with a rune, binding her to his home. She gave us both hugs and flew into the sunlight, crossing the portal on her own. Once on the other side she would report to his estate. We hoped she would be an ally, not a prisoner, but only time would tell. 
 
    As we landed, I caught sight of my father, small and human on the tarmac. I nearly tripped on my way out of the plane’s tiny door in excitement. Pop’s hands trembled when he caught me. He pulled me into a swift, tight hug. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Pop. Promise.” 
 
    He looked me over and I couldn’t help but notice the extra gray hairs and lines around his eyes. “Don’t do that to me again. I thought I’d lost you. Just like your mother.” 
 
    “I won’t.” I hugged him again, so tight he squeaked. I loosened my grip. “I’m doing a lot of the things mom would have wanted me to do. A lot of things that help preserve her memory.” 
 
    He finally let go and his eyes shifted to Liam standing next to me. I’ve seen many expressions on Liam’s face. Confident, angry, lustful, but based on the tension in his jaw and the obvious attempt he made to appear calm, I assumed he was freaking out. I held back a laugh. Liam Caldwell, Guardian and God, was afraid of my father. 
 
    “Sir,” Liam said, formal like. He offered his hand. My father eyed him warily. Did he know? Does a father know when a man has claimed his daughter? From the way they squared off with one another, I’d say yes. 
 
    “You brought her back,” Pop said. 
 
    “I gave you my word.” 
 
    Pop shifted his eyes to me, glancing down to see our hands entwined. “You sure this is the route you want to take? Your mother left that life behind.” 
 
    I nodded, fighting back tears. My mother had left to spare her life and in turn had stifled mine. She knew she couldn’t run from her destiny and eventually it caught up to her. The same had happened to me, I just wanted better results. “It’s not going to be easy, but I’m determined to make this work.” I squeezed him once more. “Now, show me everything I’ve missed. I’m sure the whole place fell apart without me.” 
 
    Liam left me at the airport. I needed time to spend with my father and he needed to go home. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, pointing to my work counter. A stack of folded papers were piled high. 
 
    “I saved them for you,” he said. I looked closer and saw they were all of the horoscopes I’d missed. The one for today was on top. “This may be a frenzied day for you, Pisces, but it’s likely to settle down as evening sets in. It will be a tender night in which you should stick close to home.” They sure got the first part of that right. 
 
    Pop stuck close the rest of the day and that night made me dinner, which was a first. Maybe I should go away more often. It wasn’t until I cleaned up, washing off the dust and grime of Otherworld, and buried myself under the covers on the bed I’d had since I was sixteen that I allowed myself to think about the fact I now had two homes. Two very different homes. Sure it was familiar and known, but I considered, taking a survey of my room, incredibly small. This home had always felt like a noose around my neck—tying me to the sadness of my mother’s death. Otherworld provided me with something else—another life. 
 
    I’d nearly fallen asleep when I felt the buzz of energy. The mattress sunk and a very warm, very naked man slipped under the sheets next to me. It was only a matter of seconds before his lips were on my neck and his arms wrapped around my waist. 
 
    “I recall a specific conversation between the two of us about you needing an invitation to come to my room.” 
 
    “I vaguely remember something like that.” 
 
    “So what? You think previous agreements don’t apply?” 
 
    “You think that after you’ve let me into your bed I’m not coming back? You’re crazier than I ever suspected.” 
 
    I twisted around until our noses touched. “Did you just call me crazy?” 
 
    “Never,” he lied. “Anyway, it’s just the Sidhe running through your veins. We’re all a little “off.”” 
 
    He kissed me and I kissed him back. The faint light shimmered between us. “My father will catch you,” I warned, but he’d already removed my shirt and shorts. I pressed myself against him. 
 
    “He will have to get used to it.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” I said. “It will be hard balancing both worlds.” 
 
    “This is who you are now. You’re part Sidhe. A Queen. You’ll fulfil your destiny.” He lifted my chin so our eyes met. “But most of all, you’re mine.” 
 
    He found my hand in the dark, a faint blue glowing between us. I felt the ring before I saw it, slipped carefully down my finger. 
 
    “What’s this?” The question half-lodged in my throat. I held my hand up to see. A glittery diamond sparkled in the pale light. “It’s from the case in your room.” 
 
    “Made for you—centuries ago. This ring was handed through the family line, given to me when the story of my future was told.” 
 
    “Your future.” 
 
    Me. Us. Together. 
 
    With his mouth in my ear and his body glued naked and warm next to mine, he asked, “Will you marry me?” 
 
    I saw the mark on his chest, the one that matched the one on my hip—the one that made us immortal, a shade lower than Gods. I craved that life with him. I wanted to share it all with him and then one day, when we were ready, we could ascend higher. Bound for eternity. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, breathing the word in his mouth. Energy flared between us, twin souls, shared minds. He kissed me, hard and heated. I sunk into his flesh. 
 
    Together we would claim our destiny and rule the Lost Kingdom. 
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    Prologue 
 
    He killed again. 
 
    Vicious and grotesque, he left the remains where I would find them, like breadcrumbs trailing through the forest. One here, another there. Random enough to confuse the police, but not me. We thought alike, our skills comparable, but at the end of the game our objectives are infinitely different. I was the Hunter and he, the Predator. 
 
    Working my way through the dark forest I paused to inhale, pinpointing his exact trail. I caught a hint of blood and sweat mixed with decay from the forest floor. Moving closer, the scent grew stronger, fresher. The kill was recent, but the killer was long gone.  
 
    To be safe, I scaled the nearest tree and surveyed the scene below. Blood soaked the damp ground, seeping into the dirt and leaves. A woman’s body laid on top, her flesh torn to shreds. She wore athletic clothing and the type of shoes for running. I jumped to the ground for a closer look, the earth tremoring under my feet upon my landing. 
 
    Mud covered her exposed knees; she’d kneeled at one point, most likely begging for her life. I bent over her body, sniffing at her hands, at the marks on her neck, the cuts on her wrists. Two others had helped the Predator, and while his scent lingered in the area, it was not on the victim. For some reason, he never touched them himself. That was one of the many questions I had about these deaths. Why murder these women if he didn’t join in the kill? Surely he needed to feed? 
 
    I scanned the area, searching for a message or a clue—anything from the Predator. As usual, he’d left nothing but destruction and death. The kill itself was his message. He wanted to taunt me on my own territory. Murder people under my watch.  
 
    It was something he would soon regret. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Amelia 
 
      
 
     The boxy, four-story building sat on the edge of town, jutting from the asphalt-lined streets. I double-checked the address on the unimpressive building, comparing it to the slip of paper in my hand. The numbers matched, confirming that this was indeed the location for my appointment. My job interview, actually.  
 
    Frowning, I looked down the street, empty other than the cars parked along it. The address was right. The appointment was today. I had little choice but to put my game face on. I needed this job—immediately. Why did it matter if I couldn’t figure out how a multi-million dollar foundation operated out of the building in front of me?  Sure, the building looked to be in good condition, although it was probably close to a century old. Truthfully, I expected something a little more modern. But who was I to judge the quirks of the rich? What did I know? Clearly not much, since I had two weeks before I had little choice but to pack my bags and move back home if I didn’t secure some sort of job.  
 
    I climbed the steps to the second floor entrance. Nothing identified it as an office building, but there was an intercom on the wall outside the door. I pressed the black, plastic buzzer with my thumb. A woman answered. 
 
    “Palmer Residence.” 
 
    “Hi,” I said, searching for a camera. None were visible. “Hello, this is Amelia Chase. I have an appointment at nine?” 
 
    “One moment, please,” replied the voice on the other side of the intercom. 
 
      The door swung open and I was met by an attractive woman who looked to be in her late thirties. Eyeing her drastic, raven-black hair with blunt  bangs and blood-red lipstick, I secretly wished I could pull off either and not look like a hooker.  
 
    “Amelia,” she said. “Nice to meet you. I’m Genevieve, Mr. Palmer’s current assistant.” 
 
    That was the job I was applying for. The one that, hopefully, would keep me in Asheville with my best friend Drew. 
 
    “Please come in,” she suggested, ushering me past the sparsely decorated foyer. I followed her to a sitting area, our feet crossing from hardwood to a finely woven rug. She gestured for me to sit. “Thank you for coming in on such short notice.” 
 
    I smiled. Short notice wasn’t a problem for someone close to being jobless. 
 
    “Mr. Hudson had many wonderful things to say about you,” she said. 
 
    “Mr. Hudson has been a wonderful supervisor at the library,” I said, looking around the room, still a little confused. “So this is the Foundation’s office?” 
 
    “Oh, no. This is Mr. Palmer’s home office.” 
 
    “Home?” 
 
    “He lives on the upper floors. The corporate offices for The Palmer Foundation are in Raleigh.” 
 
    “That’s a three hour drive.” 
 
    “Yes, which means Mr. Palmer works here sometimes but often spends time out of town. As his assistant, you’ll manage household affairs and the home office.” 
 
    Manage the house? That wasn’t how Mr. Hudson had described the job. I assumed I would work at the actual foundation offices. Two phrases came quickly to mind: ‘beggars can’t be choosers’, and the always lovely, ‘to assume makes an ass out of u and me’. 
 
     “So, if I got the job, I would work here?” I said, taking everything in. Paintings and artwork lined the walls. The room had an elegant feel, and I definitely suspected that the couch I sat on was an antique. Although, it could have been fake or a reproduction.  I had never been in a home with such expensive and tasteful décor. But then again, I had never known anyone who had a personal assistant or was the CEO of a multi-million dollar foundation, either. 
 
    “Primarily.” Genevieve sat down in the seat across from mine and smiled. “Mr. Hudson and I met when we worked together on the fundraising campaign for the art history collection at the University several years ago. When Mr. Palmer was seeking a new assistant, he came to mind for a referral."   
 
    I smiled back, feeling relieved that she seemed so nice and casual. “I’m thankful he suggested me for the job. The post-college job search has been a little intimidating.” 
 
    "Let me start by saying that this is not really an interview. Mr. Palmer has reviewed your resume and Mr. Hudson’s recommendation. He thinks you will be a wonderful assistant and would like for you to start immediately after graduation.” 
 
    “Wait, so I already have the job?”  
 
    “If you’d like it. We realize it’s below your educational achievements and doesn’t require much other than a strong sense of organization and good work ethic, both of which were applauded in your recommendation, but it pays well and is perfect for an entry level job.” 
 
    “Believe me,” I said, “I’m not really in the position to be picky.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “Do you mind me asking why you’re leaving? I know it seems forward but—“ 
 
    “No, it’s understandable. I’ve decided to take some time off and go back home to my family,” she said. “Because of the short notice, Mr. Palmer would like you to spend some time training with me before I go. Again, it’s not a difficult job, but Mr. Palmer is very particular about how he likes things managed. " 
 
    “Sounds like Mr. Hudson,” I said fondly about my soon-to-be-former boss. 
 
    She smiled. “That’s why it should be a perfect transition.” 
 
    Relief washed over me the second I heard I’d already gotten the job. I wouldn’t have to move back home and Drew and I could make next month’s rent. I fought back a squeal of excitement and plastered on my game face.  
 
    "Amelia,” Genevieve said, “before you agree, it is important for you to understand exactly what is expected of you for this job. Although Mr. Palmer would like you to take the position, it needs to be a good fit for you as well. If you think you are in over your head at any point, tell me so we can make other arrangements.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine, but tell me whatever it is I need to know. I definitely prefer being prepared.” I dug a small, leather-bound journal out of my bag along with a pen, ready to take notes. 
 
    “No smartphone?” 
 
    “Oh, I have one of those, too, but I prefer to take notes on paper and then transcribe them onto my phone. I’ve had more than one lost document in the electronic world.” 
 
    She nodded approvingly. "First, let me explain that he is really a wonderful man. I’m sure you’re aware of the outstanding work the Foundation does in the community. They support so many programs in the tri-state area.” 
 
    “I’ve seen their name on the art building at school.” 
 
    “Yes, the whole family is a huge patron of the arts. Grant Palmer, in particular, has a strong connection and desire to work closely with mental health services. It’s his pet project. Each year the Foundation holds an important fundraiser for the psychiatric hospital.” 
 
    “He sounds generous.” 
 
    “He does, and he’s very passionate, sometimes to the extreme. He can be singularly focused, which means that, as his assistant, you will need to be prepared for this type of hyper-focused personality.” 
 
    “Extreme how?” 
 
     “Mr. Palmer is very quiet and keeps to himself. Some weeks I don't see him at all."  I had no problem with this since I preferred to work in a quiet environment. I gave her an encouraging smile and asked her to continue.  
 
    "He will leave you a list of duties on your desk each morning or send you an email if he is not in town. They're not difficult jobs,” she assured me, “but he is rather particular about how he wants things done. No matter how abstract, it is important for you to follow his directions carefully. Order is incredibly important to him. I can show you some examples." 
 
    Genevieve had such a worried expression on her face that I felt the need to interrupt her. "Genevieve, I promise you that you cannot scare me off. I am pretty meticulous about my work as well, so this sounds like it will be a good fit. Mr. Hudson wouldn't have suggested this job to me if he didn't think I could handle it."  
 
    "I agree and am glad you feel that way.” She exhaled—the tension on her face lifting. I had the impression that she may be more nervous than I was.  “He’s an extremely private person. If you want to keep this job you must use discretion about him at all times. He holds a position of prominence in the community and his reputation is very important. Do not go out on a Friday night and talk about him in the middle of a bar. Do not send a gossipy email about how nice his home is. And never speak to the press or any other publication without permission.” 
 
    I scribbled all this down even though I knew none of those were intentions of mine.  
 
    Genevieve continued, “If you break any of these basic agreements he will find out and you will lose your job. You’ll be asked to sign a confidentiality agreement before you start. I hope that’s not a problem.” 
 
    “I can’t see why it would be.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Would you like to see the house?” 
 
     I nodded and stuffed my notebook in my bag, following Genevieve out of the sitting room. To be honest, I tried not to gawk and show my inexperience, but it was hard. Despite the plain exterior, the building was gorgeous and absolutely immaculate. Like a museum. 
 
    The downstairs held the parlor, a kitchen, a small office for me to use, and a library. I peeked in the library, assessing the sheer number of books in his personal collection.  For a booklover like myself, it was a dream. The shelves were lined floor to ceiling, and on the other end of the room I saw rows of record albums and a table with a record player. Nothing fancy, but similar to the kind my parents had growing up. 
 
     Genevieve noted my interest. "As Mr. Palmer’s assistant you are welcome to read his books or listen to his music.  Just make sure you put it back where it belongs. One time I put a copy of Dickens back on the wrong shelf and he spotted it immediately. He has eyes like a hawk." 
 
    We made our way to the kitchen and Genevieve opened some cabinets and the refrigerator, which all held minimal amounts of food. She laughed when she saw the questioning look on my face and said, "Mr. Palmer primarily eats out of the home and adheres to a specific diet. You don’t have to worry about groceries or food shopping. You’re welcome to keep coffee or tea here for yourself and to keep your lunch in the refrigerator, if you'd like.” 
 
    We moved on to the laundry room and storage areas, and then she gave me a quick tour of the basement garage. It housed several expensive cars. I was completely clueless about cars, other than to fill mine up with gas when the light turned on.  
 
    “Will the cars be part of my responsibilities?” 
 
     “Mr. Palmer tends to take care of his own automotive needs. In general, it is not something with which you need to concern yourself." 
 
    We went back inside and she explained that the house had a front and back staircase. We took the back staircase to the second floor and she quickly pointed out the areas I was prohibited from entering. Genevieve waved her hand down the hall to two closed doors. "Those are Mr. Palmer's private rooms. Do not enter them at all. Ever.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “There is a guest room and bath down the hall if he has a visitor, which does happen from time to time, and, well…follow me.” Before she opened the door she caught my eye and said, "If you can handle this room, you can handle this job.” She pushed open the door and I felt my jaw drop. 
 
    We entered a full-sized room that had been converted into a closet and dressing room. All four walls were filled with shelves, drawers, or rows of hanging racks. Full-length mirrors adorned a portion of one wall. Genevieve opened a panel and revealed a long row of suits. I ran my fingers down the fabric, noting it had been arranged by color or possibly season.  
 
    I glanced at Genevieve. "This is unbelievable." 
 
    There were lines of shoes and shirts and coats, each with its own special drawer or shelf.  A ladder was mounted against one wall leading to a series of upper cabinets. It would take several lifetimes to accumulate this much clothing and accessories. I couldn't imagine the amount of time or money it would take to shop for a wardrobe like this. “How can he even wear all of these?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” she replied. 
 
    I inspected the items closely and noticed a trend. Several looked vintage. All were in good condition but clearly from another time or era. I pointed to a row of hats on an upper shelf and wondered aloud if he was a collector. 
 
    "Collector is a nice way to put it. You’ll find that he is something of a hoarder. I don't think he has ever thrown anything away that he has intentionally purchased.” She looked around the dressing room. “At least once per month a large package of new, seasonal clothing will arrive. It will be your responsibility to sort and arrange them.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “You think you can handle this?” 
 
    I took it all in, the clothes and shoes and neat lines of matching hangers. I thought about the books and music, the way Mr. Palmer seemed to truly love what he owned. He was passionate, I thought. There was nothing wrong with that.  “Yeah, I think I can manage this. It’s like a library but with clothes.” 
 
    “Exactly.” She showed me a couple more areas of interest and then we walked back downstairs. We worked out a part-time schedule for the next week, allowing time for me to complete my final exams.  
 
     “When do you think I’ll get a chance to meet Mr. Palmer?” I asked, stashing my notebook back in my purse. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Please understand I am not exaggerating when I say he is fairly reclusive. But it’s not a bad thing, it’s just his nature,” she said. “Work is his element. He is very good at his job and he’s developed an extensive system to ensure communication with his employees that, at times, may come across as a little brash and impulsive.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine.” 
 
   


  
 

 She escorted me to the door and I walked out to my car, feeling a little overwhelmed from all the information. I wasn’t completely sure what I had gotten myself into. From what I could gather, I had apparently agreed to work for the next year for a reclusive, obsessive-compulsive, vintage-clothes-wearing and special-diet-eating boss. 
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