
  
    [image: Storm Lords: Gale Season]
  


  
    
      Storm Lords: Gale Season

    

    
      
        Marie Harte

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: No Box Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      STORM LORDS: GALE SEASON

      Copyright © 2024 by Marie Harte

      ISBN 978-1-64292-1090

      Cover by GetCovers

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Between the Shadows

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        STORM LORDS

        Storm Lords: The Fire Within

        Storm Lords: Below the Surface

        Storm Lords: Gale Season

        Storm Lords: Aftershocks

        Storm Lords: Guardian’s Redemption

      

        

      
        THE NIGHT BLOODE

        Between Bloode and Stone

        Between Bloode and Craft

        Between Bloode and Water

        Between Bloode and Wolf

        Between Bloode and Death

        Between Bloode and Gods

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Readers,

      This is the very first series I wrote.  What could be better than identical princes from a magical world seeking brides? I knew this series would be the perfect fit for an extensive revision.

      The  Storm Lords are now in first person point-of-view and part of my Between the Shadows world.  It’s been so much fun to revisit such bold characters. I hope you enjoy Aerolus and Alandra’s story!

      
        
        Happy  Reading!

        Marie
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          Alandra

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Mundane Plane, Seattle

        An abandoned house somewhere in the city

      

      

      I typically had little patience for Light Bringers, and the royal ones in particular got on my last nerve.

      While invisible, watching the three of them nearly consumed by one of my fellow Shadren should have been fun. But it wasn’t. Mostly because the super sexy Light Bringer with the silver eyes, the one I’d been — not stalking, but keeping an eye on — looked to be in real pain.

      Where I came from, the Dark Tribes had split a long time ago into: Shadren, my kind; Dark Lords, emo-type assholes with attitude; and Djinn, fun Darklings who liked screwing with the Light Bringers — our enemies.

      Light Bringers liked to think themselves better than everyone because of their association with the Light bands of energy, totally disregarding the fact that nature loved balance. Not Light, not Dark.

      Technically speaking, we Shadren, a mixture of both, were the closest to balance as you could get.

      Someone screamed, and I focused once more on the fight before me in this odd world with no magic. Being here would have been fun if I didn’t have to worry about these Light Bringers dying.

      The Dark Lord, a big, creepy sorcerer who’d recently become besties with my aunt, kept trying to kill the blue-eyed Light Bringer.

      And yes, I had to mention them by eye color, because these Light Bringers were identical quadruplet princes. Gorgeous, dark-haired, muscular warriors of Light who hated anything dark.

      Since I was a creature of Shadow, that included me, I guessed.

      I watched my charge, Aerolus, the Wind Mage, do his best to get free of the monster feeding on him.

      But no one could control the Nocumat, a being of Shadow energy made of red goo, for lack of a better term. The Nocumat could assume any form and devoured anything it — he — felt like.

      I waited and watched the drama unfold. The Dark Lord and his minions kept trying to kill the River Prince and his human mate, a woman with surprising power. A Djinn appeared and threw himself into the fray.

      Magic splashed all around. The Dark Lord's minions kept dying, and they stank something fierce.

      I tapped my foot, still waiting as the other two Light Bringers tried to fight the Nocumat, doing him no damage at all while being slowly consumed.

      Man, I was so bored.

      Then the Djinn vanished with the Dark Lord. With all the minions dead, I was in no danger. Well, not from anyone Dark.

      Assuming the likeness of my aunt, I appeared before everyone and totally blew my invisible cover. But it had to be done. The Nocumat was an adolescent with a crappy sense of humor. If I didn’t do something, he’d eat the Light Bringers and make all my hard work for nothing.

      “Enough already, Oxcen,” I snapped.

      Oh, my queen. Apologies, but the Dark Lord invited me to play. He sounded sulky in my mind, his kind not able to speak with words.

      I noticed Aerolus gaping at me and shook my head at him. The dumbass. “All you had to do was call me by name.” Which he should have known if he’d followed the many clues I’d been leaving him.

      I stepped over the River Prince’s human mate, treading lightly over Oxcen, who’d spread himself all over the floor.

      It’s time to go home, Oxcen.

      But Queen Lidra, I don’t want to go.

      Out loud, I said, “I don’t care. You shouldn’t have encouraged the fair one to call on you. Wait until I tell your mother what you’ve done. She hates the Dark Lords.”

      Oxcen quickly lost shape and contracted, freeing the Light Bringers he had been clinging to. He rolled back into himself until only a drop remained. I clasped the charm around my throat and sent Oxcen home.

      Then I called upon the Shadows and froze the others in time. I noted Aerolus’ confusion and said, “He can’t hear us or see us. Or move.” I motioned to the Earth Lord, the prince with brown eyes and a fun sense of humor.

      I should have been more attracted to him. But no, I was stuck on the studious mage who treated life too seriously. I circled him, wondering why I found him so sexy. If he’d been human, I’d have likened him to a big, strapping nerd who didn’t know how to talk to girls. The thought made me smile.

      He scowled. “I don’t know who you are but —”

      I didn’t like him thinking he spoke to my aunt. Though still gorgeous, she was old, bitchy, and allying with Dark Lords to overtake Aerolus’ homeworld.

      So I shifted back into my own form, that of a younger Aellein princess with softer features. I was magnificent, and I knew it. It was about time Aerolus knew it too.

      I could tell I’d impressed him by the look of awe on his face.

      Ha! Still got it.

      My grin faded when I thought of all the trouble I’d gone through to help this guy. “I’m tired of waiting, Aerolus. But I admit the view’s been nothing but pleasant.”

      I gave him a lazy once-over and centered on his crotch, deliberately crude. To my delight, he twitched, his arousal evident. Thank the Shadows. For as long as I’d been watching these royal Light Bringers in this mundane world, I’d never seen Aerolus express lust.

      Until now.

      “Finally.”

      He flushed and said, “I appreciate what you’ve done with the Nocumat. But my brother is —”

      “Waking up from a bad dream.” I shuddered. “I’d have nightmares too if Oxcen wrapped his greedy little hands around my neck. That boy needs a firmer hand.”

      “Boy? Dream?”

      His brother started to wake and distracted him, calling out for his affai—what these Light Bringers called their brides. With the right partner, the royal Light Bringers, also known as Storm Lords, gained immense power. Already, both the Prince of Fire and the River Prince had found their affai.

      Now it was just the Wind Mage and Earth Lord who remained single.

      And that annoyed me, for some odd reason. “Oh, and don’t worry about Tessa. She’s sleeping it off, I expect. Quite a woman.” I did like her. She had the ability to siphon energy and fit perfectly with the arrogant River Prince.

      “Who…what are you?” my Wind Mage asked with suspicion.

      Really? “Aerolus. What am I? How rude. Whatever would Ravyn think?”

      “What do you know of my mother?” he growled.

      I grinned, pleased he now realized I knew things. That I was powerful. “Aerolus, I know everything about you.”

      I also knew that soon enough, reinforcements would arrive. Reinforcements that hated my kind. I sighed. “I have to go. It won’t be long before Oxcen lets slip that the queen has been here. And since she’s in council, they’ll know something’s wrong. I’ll be around. If you really want to find me, look for me the next time you cross planes.”

      I warned, “But whatever you do, don’t tell Arim or the others about me. They won’t understand. And you and I aren’t even close to ready to convince the Aellei to leave the Storm Lords alone. It’s bad enough one Dark Lord has them rethinking their position on interfering. But then, maybe it’s not just one.”

      Arim was the Storm Lords’ well-known weapon. The most powerful Light Bringer in the many worlds.

      “What?”

      I didn’t have time to explain, even though I found Aerolus adorable in his confusion. “You know, this would be a lot easier if I had help. Stop playing around and find me, mage. I’m getting tired of watching and sleeping alone.”

      Then I made a dramatic exit. I let loose a blinding flash of white light and teleported home to my refuge in the Between, a hideaway between planes.

      There, I grabbed a cup of cocoa, a box of bonbons, and settled in with a new episode of The Bachelor while I waited for the future to find me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Alandra

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three weeks later, Seattle

      

      

      A little to the left. No. Stop. Don’t move. Okay, two more steps. Ah,…there. Now, slowly, one button at a time. Yes, yes, that’s right.

      Magically disguised as a plain, middle-aged human woman named Trudy Warner, I stared through the telescope carefully positioned in the bedroom’s corner, obscured from view by shuttered blinds and a large, potted fern should the male under scrutiny suddenly give my window a second glance.

      I felt ridiculous having the fern near with closed blinds, but I knew better than to underestimate a Storm Lord.

      “Oh yeah, baby,” I uttered on breath and a prayer. “I love that chest.”

      Helplessly fascinated, I watched my tall, strapping neighbor lose his shirt as he readied, I assumed, for a bath. The light in his adjoining bathroom was on, and steam fogged the bathroom mirror.

      I swallowed around a dry throat, wishing for a glass of water. But I refused to leave the sight of Aerolus Storm stripping down to nothing.

      Long fingers reached for the snap of his jeans, his hands graceful and sure as they unzipped the denim, allowing a brief thatch of dark hair to appear.

      Mother of all that was holy.

      I stopped breathing, anticipation making me dizzy. Come on, Aerolus. Drop them, already. I’m dying here!

      Jeans slid slowly to his knees before he kicked them off, giving me an uninhibited view of sizzling male perfection. The royal prince didn’t like underwear, apparently.

      Golden skin rippled as he moved under the sunlight streaming through his room, casting beautiful shadows of a warrior in his prime. A sprinkling of dark, silky hair covered his upper chest, tapering over a taut abdomen packed with clearly delineated muscle. The hair trailed lightly down his belly to frame a long, thick shaft that whispered Mine the longer I stared at it.

      Shadows, how I wanted to touch him.

      My heart hammered like a ringing alarm clock that refused to turn off. Getting control of my wayward thoughts wasn’t easy. I took deep breaths, tried to think unsexy thoughts, and took more deep breaths. Repeating the process several more times, I finally admitted I was hopelessly in lust with the Wind Mage.

      Aerolus was so beautiful, so very desirable, and so utterly slow.

      I gripped the base of the telescope and watched him stretch and rub his chest, a motion I could have been performing had the stubborn man answered my summons.

      Instead, Aerolus Storm, warrior and sorcerer, Storm Lord and Wind Mage, acted as if he had nothing to fear, as if I hadn’t rescued both him and his brothers from sure death just a few short weeks ago.

      I huffed, annoyed. Had I been so easy to forget? Really? Meanwhile, I couldn’t stop watching the naked mage rotating his neck and shoulders, which only emphasized his abundant physical strength.

      Aerolus appealed to me on more than a visual level. His extraordinary grasp of sorcery, especially considering he was just a novice, and his potential for power thrilled the heart of me that pulsed with magic.

      I itched to be near him, to stroke his warm skin and feel the energy that coursed through his blood.

      But I couldn’t get near him now because Mr. Clever had sealed his house from all but the Light Bringers. Now, as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t simply phase into his home. Despite my pixie-like size when observing, I couldn’t pass the enchanted shield he’d erected around the house.

      Even in the guise of an ant, I’d be expelled from the premises.

      Thus my masquerade as Trudy Warner, the nosy neighbor.

      Aerolus finished his stretch then did the oddest thing. He stared down at himself, took his dick in his hand, and started priming it. He closed his eyes and his face changed, became charged with a raw intensity that caused my entire body to clench in response.

      He pumped into his fist, pulling and pushing, faster and harder. Sweat beaded on my brow, and I licked my dry lips, wishing he were here with me. Pushing into my body and out of my system, ending this annoying craving I had for his touch.

      His biceps clenched and his forearm strained. I could see his nipples standing erect, as much from arousal as from the breeze that lifted his hair. My breath caught as I saw his elemental nature set free.

      Wind whipped at the sheets on his bed, at the papers lying atop his dresser and the curtains framing his window, interrupting my scrutiny as dark fabric swirled against the panes. Glimpses of Aerolus showed him building toward climax, his neck muscles prominent, straining as he gritted his teeth.

      Then the curtains dropped, the wind ceased, and Aerolus turned his head, blinking directly at the hidden telescope, at me. He should have been embarrassed. Shadows knew I would have been. But Aerolus stood uninhibited, still gripping himself, his face an almost expressionless mask…unless one knew where to look.

      I did. The slight tightening around his eyes showed a muted frown. He released himself — a waste, in my opinion — and took a step toward the window, his eyes glowing with unfettered anger.

      With a curse, I flew back, knowing he couldn’t possibly have seen me. Embarrassed to be caught peeping, I sank heavily onto the bed. I hadn’t expected…that…tonight.

      I returned to the telescope, only to see he’d disappeared, and the bathroom door had closed.

      I toyed with the idea of marching over there and asking for a cup of sugar, an egg, anything to get inside that house again, a step closer to the man who, for reasons unknown, filled my every waking thought.

      My growing obsession with Aerolus was irritating, alarming, and disturbingly arousing.

      From what I’d last seen, I knew only Aerolus, his brother, Cadmus, and that unpredictable sorcerer of Tanselm, Arim, were in residence. None of them would recognize me in this guise.

      But did I want to take the chance I might be wrong?

      Walking to the dresser mirror, I stared at the likeness of Dr. Trudy Warner, a nice if boring forty-nine-year-old woman currently on sabbatical in Europe. House-sitting for Professor Warner had been a no-brainer, a fortuitous circumstance I’d been hoping for when I’d first begun observing Aerolus a year ago.

      To Trudy, I’d looked like an eager, naïve college student needing some extra cash. But to the Storm Lords, I remained Trudy Warner, an average neighbor who never attracted attention, the same dull professor day in and day out.

      The month I’d been here had been hell, but so worth it if only to see Aerolus naked. No doubt about it, this job had definite perks. And a killer downside. With the source of my attraction so close, it should have been easy to fulfill my needs.

      We Shadren saw no shame in admitting to arousal or satisfying our cravings. Though wanting sex with a Storm Lord, a dreaded Light Bringer, might have raised a few eyebrows if anyone at home knew.

      The doorbell rang, and I hurriedly adjusted my attitude and mindset to match Trudy’s. As I trudged down the steps, I focused on recalling Trudy’s monotonous voice. Appearances were easy to assume, but voices and mannerisms took skill and practice — both of which I worked hard to improve.

      I reached the front door and opened it with a pleasant if dim smile on my face. “Yes? Marcus, isn’t it?”

      Aerolus frowned, his silver eyes glinting with suspicion. Oh, yes, he’d definitely noticed me watching him. “Actually, I’m his brother, Aerolus. We’ve never met.”

      Thank the Shadows. Now, how to play this to my advantage.

      If Arim weren’t in residence, I would have knocked on Aerolus’ door and demanded his cooperation weeks ago. But with the formidable sorcerer at the house, maybe even spying on Aerolus as we spoke, I didn’t want to chance being recognized. Who knew what repercussions I’d suffer at his hands? And if word got back to the Aellei of what I’d been doing before I was ready to face them, I’d be better off dead.

      Aerolus stared at me with curiosity, and I realized I’d been silent for a little too long. I flushed and tried to act intimidated, as Trudy would have.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t get much sleep last night, and I’m tired and distracted. Please, come in.” I stepped back and waited until he entered before locking the door behind him.

      An idea firmed in my mind, one I’d been toying with in the event I was ever caught. Lies and deception worked so much better when a hint of truth worked into the mix.

      “I know why you’re here,” I said in a strangled whisper, peering through my front window nervously before turning back to him.

      “Excuse me?” His deep voice sent shivers through me that I worked hard to suppress. Why this happened only around him, I had no idea. He was just a man, albeit the best looking one I’d ever seen.

      “It’s that woman,” I whispered dramatically, pleased when he frowned. “I’ve seen her hanging around your house the past few days. I had a feeling I should have told you sooner.”

      “A woman.”

      I nodded.

      His eyes narrowed. “Describe her.”

      “She has white hair, though she appears young. Stands a few inches shorter than me, and I guess you could say she’s pretty.” Gorgeous, really. As soon as I thought it, I wanted to smack myself in the head. Vanity at a time like this?

      My people, the Aellei, wanted me dead. Arim would transform me into a spotted lizard if he knew I interfered with one of his precious Royal Four, those noble Storm Lords. And by now, Oxcen had told everyone the queen had ordered him away from a Storm Lord. The same queen who’d been in council for the past few weeks.

      One guess as to who had the gall to impersonate Her Royal Bitchiness and they’d be inscribing Gorgeous but Stupid on my burial marker.

      Oh what the hell? I might be on death’s door, but at least let me be pretty. “Yes, she seemed especially attractive. She looked lovely in white.” I frowned. “But she did have some unique eyes. Maybe she wore those eye things, er, contacts.”

      “Her eyes were violet, slumbrous, thickly lashed,” he muttered, his words complimentary though his manner was anything but. He sounded less bowled-over and more annoyed.

      “Yes.”

      “And you didn’t mention a woman stalking my house because…?”

      I blushed and looked down. “You and Marcus are grown men. It would have been silly to presume a woman who looked like that wasn’t invited to your home.”

      “Then why the telescope?” he asked wryly, still not believing my story.

      “Because she started acting strange.” I gave a dry cough, not feigning my nerves. “I know it sounds crazy, but she seemed to shimmer. Like a ghost, fading in and out. Obviously a trick of the light, I know. But then, I thought I saw her inside your room the other day and again just now.”

      I didn’t explain why my telescope was fixed on his room or why I’d been watching. Hopefully, he’d be too concerned with an invading Aellei to focus on my voyeurism.

      He rubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw. “Woman has no patience.” He stared into my eyes, his so bright and gray and pretty.

      I had to work not to sigh out loud.

      “I appreciate your thoroughness.” He scowled. “I’ll keep an eye out for that strange woman and any other trespassers invading my privacy.”

      I blinked, deliberately looking guilty. Irritated, was he? About time. Maybe now he’d move his tight, sexy, sorry ass between planes for that overdue visit he owed me.

      “Er, sorry for any misunderstandings. But if you don’t mind, I have some work to do.”

      He left with a grumbled thanks, leaving me in a quandary. Should I stay in Seattle and continue to observe, though inconspicuously this time? Or should I phase between planes and linger in the Shadows?

      I could tell I’d irritated Aerolus with mention of “the woman in white,” but had I lit a big enough fire to head him in my direction?

      Bored with being Trudy, I ventured back into the shadows in the house when a knock came at the door. Likely Aerolus with more questions. And just when I thought I’d convinced him to seek the real me out.

      I opened the door with a polite smile and froze.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I have a few questions of my own about my nephew’s visitor.” Arim, Tanselm’s legendary sorcerer and Killer of Shadow, stood on my doorstep with black, burning eyes that saw too much, looking every inch the dangerous Light Bringer I’d been warned to avoid since the day I could walk.
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      I re-entered my house with a dozen screaming warnings in my head but shoved those concerns aside when I noted Cadmus coming out of my bedroom. My brother’s face was pinched, his eyes wounded and dark with anger as he stared blankly ahead.

      “Cadmus?”

      He arched a shock of energy in my direction, a blast of earth and the power of life and growing things hurled my way.

      I mentally called forth a flat wind to shield me and felt the jarring crash of elemental power a split second before it vanished.

      Cadmus paled, his eyes like black sinkholes in his face. “I’m so sorry, Aerolus. Damn it.” He thrust a shaky hand through his hair and bent over, taking deep breaths to calm himself. After a moment, he glanced up with a half grin. “Hey, don’t tell our watchdog about this, okay? Arim’s driving me nuts as it is. The last thing I need is him hounding my ass about my lack of control.”

      I studied my brother. “I won’t say anything.” I wouldn’t have to. “You look terrible.”

      Over the past week, subtle changes had begun to affect my brother, the least of which was his preference for sleeping until late afternoon.

      In tune with the earth, Cadmus normally relished the predawn hours, getting his sleep later in the day before leaving to bartend in the evening. When the sun rose, my brother could often be found outside walking around Green Lake, breathing in the rich scents of earth and pine dotting the nearby exercise trail, and communing with plant life all around.

      The Earth Lord, our great mage of rock, root, and earth.

      Lately, though, he’d been living like, well, like a Djinn.

      I paused, recalling the moment a few weeks ago when my brother had burst into Djinn flame, or as the Djinn referred to it, burst in truth—an unholy white blaze engulfed by a black, powerful aura.

      Storm Lords didn’t burn true, not even my brother, Darius, who controlled fire. We four identical brothers, the Royal Four, depended upon one another. Yet lately, Cadmus had been shutting everyone out.

      Like you’ve been shutting out your family at the behest of a pesky, erotic Aellei? my conscience prodded, though I felt too out of sorts to be appropriately guilty over my secrets.

      The minute I recalled her face, I couldn’t stop thinking about her. I still couldn’t believe she’d had the nerve to appear in my house last week, disguised as a pixie, no less. Had Arim seen her, he’d have demanded an explanation that would bring doom to the sensual woman with wings.

      By the Light, I’d had no idea Aellei could do what she did. What exactly was she? A malevolence manipulating me to turn on my brothers? An insidious part of Sin Garu’s dark plot? Or an incredibly sensual woman with absolutely no patience?

      I’d promised her I wouldn’t tell my brothers or Arim about her help with warding off the Nocumat. But I would have liked their advice on the matter. Unfortunately, with two of my siblings in Tanselm with their new brides and Cadmus looking like the walking wounded, I had to keep my secrets to myself.

      “I look terrible? Look in the mirror.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I apologize for stating the truth.”

      He snorted.

      “But as I said, I promise not to tell Arim anything.” I covered my heart in pledge, as I had when we were children.

      Cadmus chuckled, his expression lightening.

      So it was with no small regret that I pushed for answers I knew would send him crashing again. “My lips are sealed if you tell me what’s been bothering you lately. And don’t tell me it’s nothing. You’ve never explained how you lit into Djinn fire during our battle with Sin Garu. And you’re obviously troubled by something you don’t think I can handle.”

      “It’s not that you can’t handle it —”

      “You don’t trust me.”

      Cadmus shook his head, frustrated. “It’s not that, it’s just that I —”

      “Think I’m a pale substitute for a real sorcerer, when Arim —”

      “Stop interrupting me! I can’t tell you, because then you’ll know how badly I screwed up.” Cadmus flushed as the truth poured out. “I made a mistake, a colossal one. Shit. You might as well know.” He ran a hand through his hair in agitation. “I slept with a woman. Well, with a person I thought was a woman. But I found out she’s Djinn. The enemy.”

      I blinked. “A Djinn, you’re sure?”

      They looked human enough, as we did. But the Djinn had an altered form, one where they lit up in pure energy, surrounded by a layer of black flame that called on the Dark—their magic.

      “I’m sure.” Cadmus nodded. “You don’t know how hard it’s been to resist her, even suspecting she was more than she claimed.” He hung his head low. “I was weak, I admit. But damn it, she seduced me. I told her about us, Aerolus. About Samantha and Tessa, about our need to find our supposed affai.” Our brides.

      Poor Cadmus. I could all but feel his guilt pouring out of him as he clenched his jaw.

      Shame filled his gaze as he forced himself to meet my eyes. “I’ll never forgive myself for betraying our family.”

      “Cadmus, you didn’t —”

      “I betrayed us. By the Light. Don’t make me repeat myself.” He sounded miserable.

      “It wasn’t your fault.” My brother was nothing if not loyal. “Look, I’ve been giving our battle with Sin Garu a lot of thought. I don’t think the change that came over you was a bad thing.” When he turned Djinn for a few shocked moments.

      “Huh?”

      “I discussed some of this with Arim. I would have talked to you about it already if you hadn’t bolted from the room anytime the subject arose.” I shot him a look filled with disappointment, pleased when he gave me an insulting hand gesture. I’d much rather deal with a snarky Cadmus than a sad one. “The fact is, you suffered almost no injury from the Nocumat. Unlike Marcus.”

      “And you,” Cadmus grumbled. “Don’t think I didn’t notice your own weakness in the days following that battle.”

      “Yes, well, I’m better now. But you’re not.”

      I murmured a spell under my breath and watched my brother glow. He still had a faint illumination that showed the Djinn’s aura interwoven with his. Oddly, instead of subduing my brother,  the Djinn’s power boosted his energy.

      As I studied the glow, I could easily distinguish the difference.

      “Incredible.” I stared in wonder, enthralled by the raw magic.

      “What?” Cadmus asked, trying not to sound worried. “What do you see?”

      “You’re stronger now than you’ve ever been. I can’t believe you don’t feel it.”

      He closed his eyes. A moment later, he opened them, frustration lining the brown depths. “I don’t feel it.”

      “Probably because your Djinn doesn’t want you to. My guess is you’ve been under her protection for some time. Her hold on you is strong.” That worried me, but I kept my thoughts to myself. If the Djinn had managed to get that close to Cadmus, by rights she could have killed him. But she’d used her powers to protect him. Even enhance him.

      Coupled with the other Djinn we’d met, a male who’d worked with Marcus, we were suddenly inundated with Darklings. That Djinn’s selfless attack on Sin Garu, combined with the female Djinn’s actions, told me we might have allies we hadn’t factored.

      I came to a sudden decision. “I’m going to need you to keep Arim occupied for a while. I have somewhere to go, somewhere Between.”

      Cadmus nodded without hesitation. As if unloading his guilt had incurred a debt to repay, he seemed ready to do anything I might ask.

      I didn’t want to take advantage when he was obviously having trouble. But I had to leave this world, and I knew Arim wouldn’t be pleased. I couldn’t accomplish what I needed with him — my uncle — breathing down my neck.

      And I was loath to put the Aellei, the woman in white, in deliberate danger.

      Yet she was much more than that. My affai, my future bride.

      My head hurt just thinking about it.

      “Good luck, Aerolus.” The beginning of a sly smile curled my brother’s lips. “If you need me, I’m here. And I, for one, am glad you’ll be Arim’s target when he finds out you left this plane. I really need to get off his shit list.”

      “Thanks?”

      He laughed, and I returned to my room to pack a few things I might need. As I did, I glanced through my window facing Trudy Warner’s house. I wondered what the human woman thought of my exhibition earlier.

      I flushed, unable to believe that I, of all people, had been so carried away by lust that I’d masturbated in front of an open window. By the Light, where was my head?

      Lost in thoughts of my affai, that’s where.

      In her alabaster skin, snow-white hair, and voluptuous little frame. My body clenched at thoughts of finally consummating our relationship. I couldn’t wait to merge with the woman who would satisfy the ache of loneliness clawing at my heart, an ache I hadn’t been aware existed until I’d met her.

      My affai. A woman who hailed from Aelle, a place known for its treachery and danger.

      And for its path into Shadren lands. Enemy lands.

      I sighed at my luck.

      A hint of telescope winked between the closed blinds across the way. Apparently, Trudy Warner needed to get laid as badly as I did. Controlling a slight wind, I closed my drapes and gathered a small knapsack of belongings.

      I shelved regret that I was leaving Cadmus to deal with Arim, an uneven match if ever there was one. But I had more important problems to tackle. So I teleported into the waiting void between worlds, seeking a tendril of my affai’s energy.

      Catching hold of what felt like her, I flew on dark shadows of magic to my unknown and unruly future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Alandra

          

        

      

    

    
      I tried to break eye contact the minute I saw Arim’s fathomless gaze burrowing into me.

      “I’m, ah, sorry. I don’t believe we’ve met?” I mentally curled in on myself as he stepped closer, trying to hide my magic under a blanket of this realm’s mundane reality.

      Good night, but he was an impressive sorcerer. Arim, Guardian of Storm, dripped with dark, menacing energy. Like most sorcerers from Tanselm, he’d been taught from an early age to revere his power, exalting himself above those with little magic.

      Like the Dark Lords, many of the Light Bringers thought themselves better than those outside of Tanselm. They liked to sweep all of us Shadow dwellers into a big pile of unimportance.
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