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​Chapter 1
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Anoré D'Exelmante dropped the binoculars from his eyes. The odd location of his home and its extraordinary design attracted a lot of attention. The woman's presence could account for that, but he somehow doubted it, given the distance between her and the house.

He turned his attention back to the object of his study. She fascinated him, and that was something he had seldom found in all of his existence. At nearly eleven thousand, or was it just over, years of age, it has been a long, long, long life.

Belatedly remembering the optical device in his hands, he raised it again to his eyes.

As a mortal human, she was average. Average height, average build, average face. He couldn't see her eyes, so he reserved his opinion on them. The only other thing that kept drawing his attention was her hair. Waist length, curly, and blond. Perhaps not quite the correct description. Since he saw her on the rocks a few weeks ago, he had been hard-pressed to define the colour since it seemed to change as she moved. Even sitting quietly, which she was doing right now, the colour seemed to be changing even as he watched her.

Wondering once again why she came here and spent hours just sitting on the edge of the cliff. Initially, he thought that she was an artist of some kind, but she never had anything in her hands. No paper, no camera, or any other thing that indicated her presence at this particularly isolated stretch of coastline would be for work or a particular activity. And then she would leave again. There was no pattern to her visits, no way to predict when she would come. And yet, since that first time, he often found himself looking for her when he was working on a project at his desk.

He knew better than to get involved. Humans were mortal, with a lifespan insignificant to his own. Bothering to get to know them on a more personal level than was absolutely required for his 'human' business was a waste of time and precious energy. And yet, as a race, they still managed to intrigue him. Despite their short lives, they still managed to find fulfilment in life and love. Sometimes, he envied them.

He turned away from the floor-to-ceiling glass window overlooking the ocean to his desk behind him. Dropping the binoculars on the velvet cushion on the chair on the way, he couldn't help but turn back for another look.

Yes. Fascinating, indeed.

* * *
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Allyson sighed deeply as she squirmed to relieve the numbness in her legs and backside from sitting still for too long. She loved this place and was very glad she had discovered it quite by accident six months ago. She had been driving along, lost in her thoughts as usual, when she noticed the obscure turn-off from the road. It was so overgrown and narrow that it was no surprise she had missed it in all the times she had passed this way.

Except that day, she slowed down and followed the narrow road winding its way with slow turns through the heavy foliage. Not giving any regard to the paintwork of her small LX2, her curiosity won.

It had been obvious that the road was seldom used, as the plants hung low and gently scraped over the roof of the small electric car. Always ensuring that the car's power source was well maintained and fully charged before she went anywhere, the darkness of the plants cutting off sunlight was of no concern.

It took almost an hour to reach the end of the road. It stopped in a small clearing almost at the edge of the cliff face. Securing the car, she left it and walked around surveying her new find.

It was simply exquisite. High cliffs, with ragged white and cream edges, surrounded the clear blue-green ocean. Stepping as close to the edge as she dared, she was neither stupid nor brave enough to try to climb to a lower tier she could see sticking out from the side. She sat down and closed her eyes. She felt a quietness that had nothing to do with the location.

“Perfect,” she muttered.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a gull of some kind screeching high above the cliffs. She squirmed again. She had been here too long already, but still couldn't make her legs move to get up.

Ever since that first day, she came here as often as she needed. Because she did need it. The quiet. The rumble of the sea as waves broke over the rocks below, and even the noisy gulls scaring her awake from her unsettling thoughts, didn't change that feeling. Her own piece of quiet. No people within hundreds of meters of her. No mobiles, no computers. Just the waves, the wind. And peace.

And now the added uncertainty of Richard.

She sighed once more. How did one know? She had lived her life in relative isolation, sometimes by choice, but mostly to preserve her sanity. She glanced down at the ring she had been playing with. Grimacing at the red ring on her finger, showing that she was constantly playing with it. It was a not-too-subtle reminder that in five days, just a measly five to go, she was going to be married. Just thinking about the concept caused her mind to start panicking. And, no, she wasn't nervous about the ceremony. Details of the organisation and perfection of everything never bothered her. It could storm and flood for all she cared; it was the being married part that scared her to death. Her panic increased.

She glanced down at the churning water meters below her feet. She was not desperate enough yet to consider suicide, but she knew that this marriage was akin to committing just such an act. But she did know she was a coward for not stopping this madness.

Biting her lip, she reluctantly got to her feet and walked back to her car. Cursing herself once again for her cowardice, she got into the car and drove home.

* * *
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“Hot damn,” exclaimed Rhemus, Guardian of Nature, with a grin “Wherever you got this, it is the best whiskey I have tasted in,” he paused, clearly trying to think, “I don't know. Millennia?” he finished, still staring at the glass tumbler he held in his hand.

The other Lords of the High Council nodded in agreement, obviously also approving of the drink Anoré had poured for each of them before their meeting.

“Power sharing is not always a bad thing,” Ciarran supplied quietly.

The others nodded in agreement, although none forgot that power-sharing was not always a good thing either. Anoré shared a brief glance with Rhemus. They almost lost Ciarran, the oldest and most powerful of them all, to the now banished, most greedy and power-hungry Guardian ever to have seen the light of life. Ever since that day, the remaining High Lords made a vow to each other never to share power with a single other member of the Council. If one asked for sharing, they all got it. That way, no one member became all-powerful. They were not meant to compete with each other. However, some abilities could cause more devastation than others when abused.

D'Ar smiled. “Yes, it is good to be able to appreciate a good whiskey.”

Rhemus nodded to his friend. As the Guardian of Nature, he had an uncanny affinity with all tastes and flavours produced by the fruits of plants, like the grapes that made the whiskey they were now savouring. He shared this ability with his friends. It was a small thing, but the men had all been alive for such a long time that many things, such as food and drink, became boring. Sharing his enhanced ability brought some spark, some interest, to their often solitary and wearisome existence in a small way.

Anoré looked from one to the other as they either sat or stood around his office overlooking the ocean, sipping their drinks. His abilities included mind-reading, but fortunately, these men had developed formidable mind barriers, largely thanks to his instruction, so that even with them in the house, there was silence in his mind.

They were the only constants in each other's lives. The only ones who really understood the responsibilities that they were tasked with. Choosing to be an architect was merely a way for him to blend in with his environment. As they all did. Rhemus was an engineer, Ciarran a mathematician, D'Ar a law-giver or judge, as they were called on New Earth, and M'X-Ar, the youngest of their group, an artist. They all had, at one time or another, studied languages, art, poetry, science, astronomy, or whatever they happened to find that interested them at that stage. When one lived as long as they did, change was a good thing. It kept the mind alive and away from temptation.

The room was silent as each contemplated his own thoughts. There was no rush to start their annual meeting. Time was on their side, and if it took hours or even days before they got down to the formal stuff, none would complain. They saw each other more often, but a formal meeting was held to discuss the Council's activities and responsibilities. There was no agenda because there was no need for one.

The discussions always centred on the Strike Masters, who were empowered to execute justice or protect humankind or other beings trying to live in peace with each other and their neighbours. They closely monitored these individuals. Although they chose the candidates with extreme care, they had to ensure that their powers were not abused. There were two dragon brothers, a tiger, a dragon warrior who happened to be the brother of a Grandmaster, and a shape-shifting woman, currently empowered for justice and protection. The tiger's situation was slightly different from the others', so they only checked in with him in case he needed additional resources.

Then there were the High Order magicians, who they supported so that they could focus on looking after their orders.

And Michael, D'Ar's adopted son and their lead investigator, often assisted the security services in identifying and apprehending criminals.

Ciarran, the designated leader of the Council, would invariably revisit one of their rules just to ensure that they were still using the same interpretations. It is not like they had many or would forget them, but circumstances change, and inflexible rules could cause chaos.

As if by magic, Anoré was on his feet and crossed the floor to the ocean-facing window to the right of his office. She came again, and somehow, he just knew, since he couldn't have seen her arrival from where he had been sitting.

Ciarran arched an eyebrow at Anoré's curiously fast movements. Apparently, he was not the only one. A slight brush against his shoulders told Anoré that he was not the only one looking out now.

“She is lovely,” Rhemus observed quietly. “Yours?”

A gasp was uttered by every other male. Anoré was stunned that he could even consider the woman his mate.

He shook his head, frowning. “No. Just the thought of taking a human to mate is utter insanity.”

D'Ar nodded. “Even if she lived to be a hundred and fifty, which is a long time for humans, you will live at least a hundred times longer than that. No, I agree with Anoré, human mates are only cause for pain and an eternity of heartache.”

“Unless she accepts the life-bond,” Ciarran added thoughtfully.

No other comments were uttered as they stood side by side, watching the woman as she walked away from her car to sit down on the edge of the cliff. Despite the mental barriers around him, Anoré could hear the shock of his friends as they noticed the woman's hair change colour. None of them was fooled into thinking it was merely the angle of the sun and shadows that did it.

“Are you sure she is human?” D'Ar ventured.

Anoré frowned. “I can sense nothing at this distance, but why wouldn't she be?”

The Guardian of Energy shrugged his shoulders. “Could be the slight blue energy field I can see.”

“Magician?” It was M'X-Ar.

D'Ar slowly shook his head. “I don't know. Her energy field looks different. Not like the energy from the body, more of the mind.” He frowned and turned to look at Anoré to his left. “She seems more like you.”

Anoré started. “Me?”

Ciarran put his hand on his friend's shoulder. “Humans can have developed abilities like telepathy or empathy. Even the gift of the future has been noted. Perhaps she has one of those.”

Anoré felt his shoulders relax. It made sense. If D'Ar, who can sense her energy, believes she is like him, it could explain it. “It could be that.”

“Or she could be your mate,” Rhemus mused.

The Guardian of Nature added. “We can only have mates with compatible abilities, you know that.”

“But she is human.”

“True. But then maybe not. I can't tell from here.”

D'Ar shook his head. “Neither can I. Like Rhemus, I have to be close to a living thing to sense it with any accuracy.”

“It is not certain since mind abilities are not that rare. Getting your hopes up could only cause you unnecessary pain.”

No one replied; they just stood and watched her. Rhemus knew the others thought his remarks about a mate were more than just half serious. Except for Ciarran, none of them had been mated before. And the comment about the pain of the loss of a mate, they had all witnessed first-hand when Ciarran had lost her. It was as if they all lost her. The joy and light-heartedness Shana had brought into their lives was gone. Destroyed more of their humanity than any of them were prepared to confess to.

For a short time, they could see their friend fulfilled and complete, as they all wished to be. Then she was gone. Killed. Murdered by the traitor Lucian, whom they had once called a friend. Even M'X-Ar, who had been in his apprenticeship back then, still seethed when Shana's name was mentioned.

Rhemus glanced at D'Ar. If there was any chance that the woman staring over the edge of the cliff before them would be Anoré's mate, they would all fight to the death to protect her. Lords of the High Council needed hope, much more than any other male, and the possibility of a mate...

They continued to watch as she got up to move around, probably to help her blood circulation, sat down again and stared at the horizon once more. Perhaps they were watching over her already.

Two hours later, she got up once again, but this time, deliberately made her way towards her car. The men then turned away from the window to take their seats around the room for the meeting.

Anoré, the last to leave his post, wondered if it would be a stupid idea to approach the woman and talk to her, especially since she had been spending her time on his property.

Waiting until her little red LX2 disappeared from view, he, too, turned around to take his seat as Ciarran held out his glass for a refill.

* * *
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Allyson didn't leave. Actually, she stopped the car and sat with her head in her hands. She was bone tired. Not work so much, although she had been busy of late, but it was the wedding, and she knew it. She had not been able to sleep for days now, and didn't need the little mirror in front of her to see the black circles around her eyes, which even makeup could no longer hide.

This was it, and she knew it. Knew that she couldn't marry Richard, no matter what her family said. No matter what her head told her. Her heart was not in it. In fact, she had come to the conclusion that she didn't care for Richard. Not as in not loving him, she couldn't care less as to what happened in his life or to him for that matter. It was a rather sobering thought, given that she had known him for two years before agreeing to the marriage.

This revelation was not so much of a surprise as she had perhaps wanted it to be, but somehow, her subconscious had been nagging her, and only now did she start to listen. Alone in the quiet of the breeze and the noise of the rough and tumble of the ocean below, her mind finally worked out what had been bothering her.

Aware that her family thought her talent something to be feared, hell, even though she thought it a curse, she had not used it to read him. But her unconscious mind did, and she didn't like what she found. Usually trying to respect others' privacy, she deliberately avoided reading him. Still, of course, telepathy was not always that easily switched off. Her subconscious mind wanted to know, and it got the information – even without her express permission.

Shaking her head, she lifted her eyes to the shadows around her. He had no real love for her either. Perhaps she had known this all along. Marrying into the family was a step forward in business, that's all. As a business adviser to her father, he would gain more influence once he was part of the family, and that was the most important thing. Her wishes and perceived happiness at present were just a means to that end. Something he did to win her family's affection.

Until now, she hadn't realised that it wasn't what she needed from a husband. Neither was she sure what it was, but her relationship with Richard didn't feel right. Probably never has, and she had just been too stubborn or cowardly to acknowledge that fact to herself. Wanting to please her parents was not the way to ensure her happiness in marriage. Damn, stupid coward that she was.

Clutching her hands into fists, Allyson hit the controls in front of her. She had been so stupid, and yet, deep inside, she had always wanted someone to love. Someone who would be just hers, as she would be his. She was the oldest sister and the only one not yet married, so she was easily persuaded to believe that Richard was the one for her. Smart, like her, he fitted into the family structure, and everyone liked him.

She grimaced. What was not to like? He was handsome, charming, and intelligent. And that should have been her cue. She was plain, average-looking, geeky Allyson, who seldom dated and avoided social situations as far as possible. So, how could she ever have believed that this could work? Aside from a similar type of job, she just applied her talents in research and outside the family business, they had nothing in common. Not a single thing.

She enjoyed reading, learning new things, and helping her clients because they needed what she could offer, but only if they agreed to keep her name and work out of the public eye. She didn't like the publicity companies sometimes gave their advisers, feeling that she did what they paid her for. It was their dedication and implementation of her advice that led to their success.

Richard loved the attention, especially if his client made headlines. He loved the social gatherings, the parties, and the way people made an issue of him.

Leaving her own business was not an option, ever, so there was no way she could think that this marriage could work, even if only based on logic and reason. They would be in competition with each other, or at least their clients would be, and that could not be a good thing.

She groaned. She was just going to have to gather her courage to face Richard and the family. It felt like a conspiracy that she was about to reveal, with her as the bad guy. Two days before the wedding. Perfect. Just what she didn't need. Now everyone is going to think she had cold feet, or wedding jitters, or whatever they were going to call it.

She took a deep breath. This was not going to be easy at all.

Resigning herself to another long night, one filled with arguments and fraught with attempts at emotional blackmail, she reached for the control key of the car.

Nothing. Just her luck. She groaned again. It has been days since she last recharged the fuel cells. Mobile. No signal either. Oh well, then she would just have to get out and walk.

It was almost dark, and there wasn't enough light to move the car back into the sun to charge with the solar cells. Securing the car, she stood and wondered which way to go. Back to the main road seemed prudent, but it may also take longer that way since she would have to go the opposite direction to get home. Home was simply too far away and too risky on foot after dark.

She glanced back towards the ocean. Perhaps there was a footpath of some kind along the cliffs. She had spotted a house or two while sitting on the cliffs and only hoped that people actually lived there, not just used the houses for holidays or occasional visits. Nodding to herself, she pocketed her mobile and key and turned towards the water.

* * *
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Ciarran stretched his legs as he lay his head back on the chair he had been sitting in since the others left. M'X-Ar, the Guardian of Space, took himself, Rhemus and D'Ar home. The other two Guardians seldom attended the meeting, as their responsibilities were very precisely defined and rarely impacted the lives of the populations the rest of the High Lords had to look out for. M'X-Ar could jump from one place in space to another, so it made for faster travel for the three of them who lived in other solar systems.

He, too, lived on New Earth, although his home was on the other side of the planet. When he was ready to leave, Anoré could send him there with a thought. Using his own talent to shift time to navigate through the magnetic field of the planet was simply too dangerous.

He glanced at his host, standing once again at the window overlooking the cliffs and ocean where the woman had been. Swirling his whiskey slowly, he got to his feet as well.

“Tell me again why we decided to call you the Guardian of Dreams?”

Anoré smiled wryly and shook his head. “Because you guys are too lazy to call me the Guardian of the Higher Mind Gifts or the Supernatural Energies or something equally pompous.”

Ciarran grinned as he joined him at the window. “I remember. But it is in dreams that we forget our limitations. In dreams where the human populations, magical, shifter or otherwise, can do and become anything they wish.”

Anoré nodded solemnly. “You are wise, my friend. Just being the Guardian of the Mind would impose a perceived limit of logic and reason when there is so much more to it.”

His friend nodded before frowning slightly. “Isn't that the woman we saw earlier?”

Anoré turned his head to look where Ciarran was pointing. It was hours after dark, and it was the last person he would have expected stumbling up the path from the cliffs.

“She looks upset. Shall we go down and find out if we can assist her?”

Ciarran frowned and wondered why his companion did not reply when he noticed he was alone. Well, then, he thought, as he saw the lower garden lights lit up as Anoré made his way toward the ocean and the woman.

* * *
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Allyson couldn't tell whether she was relieved or afraid to see the stranger walking towards her. She was exhausted. The path hadn't been difficult to find, but the going had been slow because it was close to the edge of the cliffs in places. The house also appeared to be closer than it actually was.

And it was dark. The moonlight helped, but she would rather be cautious than quick and risk an injury. She grimaced. Not that it helped, either. She had fallen twice, and now her hands were bleeding, and they hurt, damn it. Not that she was ungrateful to see the man approaching her, it was just that she was now dead on her feet, hungry, thirsty, and really in need of a bath.

Pissed off was more like it. Anoré couldn't help but overhear her thoughts. She must have been walking for hours, and he couldn't blame her for her current state. He knew the path she had to have taken, and it was treacherous in places with loose rocks and thorny bushes, to say nothing of the darkness, which made it even more challenging.

Coming to a halt a few paces away so she could decide for herself whether to allow him closer, he waited.

Trying to find out if the man was safe or not was not a conscious decision on Allyson's part. She couldn't find the energy to reach her mind out to him, so she just let her instincts go. He felt non-threatening despite his harsh face, which he had turned towards the moon so she could see him properly.

After many hours of deliberation, she was now too exhausted to continue debating with herself. She tried to put on a smile, at least to show her gratitude for finding someone to assist with her vehicle. To her absolute horror, she started crying instead. How stupid was that? But she couldn't help herself.

Anoré slowly approached again, having felt the gentle mind probe. Her decision was still a mystery, but he couldn't let her stand there in abject misery.

He smiled a little before introducing himself. Leaving out the details of who he was, he stopped in front of her but kept a reasonable distance between them. “I can see you are tired and hurt,” he pointed to the hands she was protectively holding to her chest, “but I only offer my help. I give you my word not to harm you, alright?”

Belatedly, the woman nodded, and he stepped closer to lift her into his arms. She was surprisingly light, and he turned around to go back inside.

To try and keep her awake, not wanting her to feel he was taking her anywhere without her consent, he talked as he took her to the house. “I live at the house just ahead.”

“The glass one?”

He smiled at the whispered question. “Yes, the one with the glass front overlooking the ocean. My friend spotted you walking, and I decided to come and see if you required assistance.”

By now, they had reached the ocean-side entrance of the garden and nodded to Ciarran, who held the gate open for them to enter. He followed them into the house. After closing the door, Anoré gently put her down in a chair. “If you will allow Ciarran to look at your hands, I will see to some food for you.”

She smiled through the tears. They were still flowing, but she no longer felt so stupid. Neither man had said anything; they had only spoken to her calmly. Ciarran offered her a handkerchief while he looked at her hands.

A few minutes later, Anoré returned to find the woman smiling at Ciarran. However, it was clear she was not used to being the centre of attention.

“I am sorry for sobbing at the sight of you,” she offered wryly, a slight blush covering her cheeks. Ciarran laughed softly as he took the medical kit Anoré brought back.

“Don't worry about it,” he replied dryly, “I am sure he has had worse reactions in the past when a woman saw his ugly face the first time.”

Allyson couldn't help but smile. A genuine smile at the banter of these two men. Brothers perhaps? They looked so much alike. Blue-black hair, dark, enigmatic green eyes, angular features. Anoré had a slightly wider mouth, although Ciarran looked a little older. It was not in his features; it was just an impression she realised.

“Is there someone we can contact for you? Family or...husband perhaps?”

Allyson didn't miss the hesitation in Anoré's voice but blamed it on her tired mind. Shaking her head slightly to try and clear away the fog of tiredness, she nodded. “My name is Allyson Ricter, and if you could call my parents, that would be helpful. I was to have dinner with them, but like an idiot, I forgot to charge my car's fuel cells before I left my office earlier.”

“Your hands just look bad, but it's mostly dirt. If you want to, you can call yourself or let Anoré do it for you.”

Neither man missed the relief on her face at the second suggestion. Before she could take the offer, Anoré spoke up. “Ciarran, if you could show Miss Ricter to the guest room overlooking the ocean so she can take a shower if she wishes, then I will make the call.”

The Guardian of Time nodded as he gently assisted Allyson to her feet.

He opened the second door on the first floor for her. “There is a private bathroom. I know Anoré keeps some clothing here for unexpected visitors, so please feel free to help yourself. Leave your vehicle to Anoré and don’t worry about the rest. Take a shower or a bath and get some rest. And may I suggest that you lock the door while you are in there. We do not intend you any harm, but you may feel safer that way.”

Allyson thanked him quietly and went inside. Not sure how she felt about his words, she decided to do as he suggested, if only to give her some privacy. Despite her exhaustion, she probably should have felt wary of the two men, but she didn't. On some level, she did trust her gifts. Deciding to take that shower while she still could manage to keep her eyes open, she went deeper into the room.

* * *
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Anoré paced his office when he returne. “Is she alright?”

Ciarran nodded. “She is fine. I hope she will remain awake long enough to at least eat something before sleeping. Did you get hold of the parents?”

Anoré stopped his pacing and growled in his throat.

“Whoa there. What happened?”

Grimacing for a few moments, he relayed the weird conversation he had just had with Barbara Ricter.

Shaking his head, Ciarran got to his feet and said goodnight before retiring to the guest room he always used when visiting.
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​Chapter 2
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Allyson didn’t even try to stifle the yawn stretching her jaws wide. She had been yawning since stepping into the hot shower, and the yawning had been getting worse since then. Damn, she was tired and sincerely hoped Anoré wasn’t planning to interrogate her tonight. Her timepiece got damaged when she fell the second time, so she had no idea what time it was, but right now, it didn’t matter. Her hands were fine, though. Ciarran had been right in his assessment, the cuts were shallow, and it had been the salt in the soil that caused the pain.

After drying her body and making some attempt towards drying her long hair, she found a nightgown of sorts in the chest at the foot of the bed. Pulling it over her head, yawning yet again, she noticed the tray on the bedside table. Too tired to wonder how it got there, probably a computer station in the room. She had one for late-night drinks in her own bedroom. She picked up the mug and took a whiff. Heavenly.

Sipping the chocolate drink, she got into bed. Knowing full well that lying down now would make her fall asleep immediately, she sat upright to finish the warm drink and ate two of the sandwiches from the tray. The worst of her hunger and thirst sated, her tiredness won out, and she settled down to sleep.

––––––––
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Her first thought when she opened her eyes was that she couldn’t remember the last time she had slept this well. And it was closely followed by the realisation that this wasn’t her bedroom. And that she was hungry, thirsty and really, really had to go to the bathroom. As in right now. Sitting up, she threw the covers aside and carefully got to her feet. Despite the aches and pains, she stretched a little and made her way to the bathroom when someone knocked on the door.

Glancing towards the bathroom with longing and then back at the door, she halted.

“Allyson? May I come in?”

Looking back at the bathroom, she sighed. She really had to go. “Can you give me a minute, please?”

Outside, Anoré heard her discomfort, although he couldn’t tell the reason. Trying not to pressure her, he nodded. “Take your time, I will be here.”

Not even bothering to reply, since she was already where she needed to be, Allyson quickly took care of business. Washing her hands, she looked in the mirror and groaned out loud.

“Allyson? Is something wrong? Are you hurt?”

Only the concern in his voice and the possibility that he might actually consider breaking down the door, locked or not, had her running back to the room.

“No, I am fine.”

“Can you open the door, please? I brought you breakfast.”

Looking down at the dark garment covering her from her neck to her knees, Allyson decided she was decent enough, major bedhead notwithstanding. He would just have to live with the tangled mess she was right now. Reaching for the door lock, she opened it, but the door didn’t move.

“It’s broken,” she said irritably.

Anoré smiled slightly. “Did you press the little red button too?”

Frowning, she glared at the lock. “What red button?”

Now, it was his turn to frown. He couldn’t open the door without her disengaging the psychic barrier. No amount of force will do it. Last night, he got in with her food while she was in the bathroom, but couldn’t this morning. Closing his eyes, he tried to focus on her to see what she was seeing. Of course, he knew it wouldn’t work. “Hmm, feel along the top of the lock. You will feel the little button on the top.”

Running her fingers along the top of the door-lock, as he said, produced no button. “There is nothing here. Are you sure the door is not broken? Perhaps the computer got its programming messed up or something.”

“The door lock is not controlled with a computer.” He thought for a few moments, adjusted the weight of the tray in his hands, and tried again. “It is going to sound funny, but you need to trust me. Close your eyes, reach out with your mind, and try again.”

“Reach out with my mind? To what? How?”

Anoré sighed. He knew she was telepathic. Even though she might try to hide it from everyone, such a talent was impossible to hide from the Guardian of Dreams.

“Allyson,” he began softly, “I know you are a telepath, I could sense it last night. There is no need to fear me, because I cannot enter without your consent. But it is that exact talent of yours that you need to open the lock.”

If he had just told her he was the president of New Earth, she could not have been more flabbergasted. The mere mention of her hated ability made the lock open and, with it, the door.

She stared at him as if he was a ghost. “How? What? You...?” She stopped and spread her hands, suddenly lost for words.

He smiled. “Good morning, Allyson.”

She had blue eyes. Last night, she could barely keep them open, so he couldn’t tell what colour they were. But now, with daylight streaming through the lace blinds on the windows, he could see they were a deep, almost purple blue. Fascinating.

A blush spread over her cheeks. “Good morning,” she whispered back.

Stepping back into the room, she watched him carrying a tray laden with food. Gathering her courage, she looked up into his eyes to thank him when her eyes widened in shock.

Anoré sighed softly as he watched her finally recognise him. Very few people on New Earth were aware of the existence of the High Council, not to mention knowing what the Lords looked like on sight. She must be a scholar of some kind. Putting the tray on the dressing table, he crouched down in front of the woman now kneeling before him.

“My lord, I apologise. I meant no disrespect,” she stuttered.

Gently taking her hands, he rose and pulled her to her feet. When she kept her head down, he put a hand under her chin to lift her face to look at him.

Allyson had never felt so embarrassed in her entire life. Here she was, half-dressed, with no make-up and horrible hair, and one of the High Lords was serving her breakfast. There was no way she could make up for being so rude and disgustingly common in the sight of such an esteemed being.

Unable to meet his eyes, she bit her lip in mortification. “Please,” she began again, but he put a finger to her lips.

“Allyson, look at me.”

It took a moment, but she resigned herself to his reprimand for her ignorance of protocol and for her lack of respect for him and his position. Then she looked into those incredible, emerald-green eyes with their blue flames. And saw no anger, only a quietness beyond belief.

“Allyson, you have not been doing anything wrong. I asked you to call me by my first name. And so did Ciarran.”

She frowned in confusion. “I can’t do that. You are a High Lord.”

“Of course you can because we asked you to.” He led her back to the bed. “Sit down, have something to eat and then you can ask all the questions you want.”

Nodding, she sat, still looking at him in confusion, as she ate a little fruit and bread and drank the juice he brought. Feeling foolish for eating alone while he sat with her, she found her appetite severely diminished.

Noticing her discomfort, he got to his feet. “There is no need to rush. Finish your breakfast,” he waved around the room, “use any clothes you wish and then join me in my office when you are done.”

Before she could ask, he continued, “It is one level down, overlooking the sea. If you get lost, just touch any wall and ask my name. The house computer will direct you to me. Alright?”

Allyson found herself smiling as she chewed her food and then took another bite.

Satisfied that perhaps now she would eat some more, Anoré left her alone.

She did, and it surprised her too. Looking around, she noticed the computer screen tastefully interspersed among the room’s wall decorations. Since her own house computer was personalised for her own use, she didn’t like the cold, metallic voice and command set the standard installation came with; she was uncertain how to proceed.

“Won’t know until you try,” she muttered around the berry she was chewing.

Swallowing her food, she needed clear speech for the computers, so she took another sip of the juice. “Computer?”

“Good morning, Miss Ricter,” it replied politely. “How may I assist you?”

Smiling and relaxing, Allyson took a breath and stated that she needed to know the time.

“Eight forty-five.”

She felt her eyebrows rise. It was much earlier than she thought. That implied she had much less sleep than it felt like she did. A frown crossed her face. Did they drug her? She did not like it at all. But her mind didn’t feel foggy at all. It was remarkably clear, for what she estimated was only about four to five hours’ worth of rest. Amazing.

After brushing her teeth, the bathroom was outfitted with everything a woman could possibly need, she eyed the tangled hair and sighed miserably. That was what you get for going to bed with wet, uncombed hair. Delaying the inevitable struggle, she went back to find some clothes to wear. Foregoing underwear, she didn’t like not wearing her own, which had disappeared along with the rest of her clothes, she picked out a pair of soft slacks and a matching top. She then added a sweater just to hide the fact that her breasts were not confined as she liked them to be. Technically speaking, she didn’t need to wear a bra since her breasts were firm and smallish, but she felt naked without the proper underwear.

Pulling up her sleeves, she went back to the bathroom to put some order to her hair.

* * *
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An hour had passed since he left her, and she had not yet appeared. He had difficulty concentrating on the design he was working on because his thoughts kept returning to the woman upstairs. Wondering what was keeping her, he got to his feet.

“Computer, locate Miss Ricter.”

“She is presently in the first guest room on level one, my lord.”

He didn’t get the impression that she was afraid of him, so he had to wonder if perhaps she got injured or something. The bedrooms had no cameras, so the computer couldn’t tell him what was happening.

Telling the computer on his desk to save his latest effort, he made his way back to the first level. The bedroom door was standing open, but he couldn’t see her, so she must be in the bathroom.

“Allyson?”

“Ow!”

Certain that she was not alright, he went inside, hurrying when he heard a soft curse. Coming to a halt outside the bathroom entrance, he repeated her name.

“Ugh,” she exclaimed.

“Are you alright?”

“Fine.”

He smiled to himself. She sounded grumpy, and for some reason, he found that very sexy. It was quiet in the room, so he stepped inside. Her reflection in the mirror showed a red and agitated face, and she was muttering under her breath. Swallowing the laughter he felt coming, he saw the reason for her frustrations.

Walking closer, he laid a gentle hand on hers. “Can I help?”

Dropping her hands, she sighed. “I got a comb stuck in my hair, and I can’t get the damn thing out.”

This time, he smiled. Just a small sympathetic smile, even though she looked hilarious with her eyes blazing, her cheeks red, and her hair fluffing all over her. He also noticed the blue comb, more than just partially hidden in all that silk.

Putting a hand on her shoulder, he turned her to face him. “Get another comb and a brush and follow me.”

Slightly confused and very frustrated, she decided to do as he said. The worst that could happen was a haircut, and perhaps it was time for one. She was usually just too much of a coward to cut her hair. It was the only thing that sometimes made her feel beautiful. Sighing, she grabbed another comb, a brush suited to her type and length of hair and ran after him.

Once in his office, she had to gasp at the view. It was truly a place for peace, quiet, and introspection. Nodding appreciatively at the desk and the computer station, she could see herself working in a place like this. The glass-enclosed space let in all the light needed, although she saw recessed lighting in the walls and above the desk.

Stepping right up to the glass, momentarily forgetting her hair, she couldn’t help but raise her hands to touch the glass wall. The ocean was a multitude of shades of blue, calm against the clear skies. Turning her head to the side, she noticed the cliffs falling away below the house, the lush garden surrounding it, and the path she had taken the night before.

She sighed. Last night. Her parents. Richard.

Anoré watched her shoulders slump slightly as she turned around to face him once again. It didn’t take a mind-reader to know what she was thinking, not after the call he made last night.

He pointed to the chair he had pulled closer and turned to face the window. “Please sit, and then I will see if I can rescue the poor comb.”

It made her smile as she crossed the room and took a seat.

Gently lifting the long, tangled, copper-coloured curls over the back of the chair, he assessed the problem. “Why don’t you ask your questions now? I can sense that you are bursting with curiosity.”

Allyson felt her cheeks heat up. “I am sorry.”

He waved his hand to dismiss the apology. “No need. It is very unusual to be recognised, so your knowledge intrigues me. Ask, and I will answer as best I can.”

Taking a deep breath and then exhaling, she played with the brush she was still holding. He had taken the second comb and was now carefully untangling the mess her haste had caused. “So what do you do as a High Lord?”

It was not the question she needed to ask, but once again, she found herself acting like a coward. Her mind was quiet, not bombarded with a multitude of thoughts and emotions, and she wanted to stay here for just a bit longer. She was unsure whether it was him, the house, or its location, but she didn’t care. The peace she was feeling was incredible.

Anoré smiled at her thoughts. It also comforted him to know that she was relaxed here. Her mind was not shielded, and her thoughts were as clear as daylight, but he, too, seemed to want her here a little longer. Selfish, he knew. Mentally shaking himself to recall her question, he focused his attention back on the rat’s nest she had made.

“My father had also been a Guardian. When our Divine Lord approached me to take his place on the Council after he and my mother died, I was honoured and accepted.”

“I am sorry for your loss,” she said softly, having heard the love in his voice. “So you inherited the position?”

She heard a faint, wistful note enter his voice as he replied. “Not quite. I don’t know how our Divine Lord chooses us, but only after I completed my apprenticeship did I become a Guardian and my eyes changed.”

“You mean the immortality thing and all your powers and stuff?”

He grinned at her impertinence. He really liked her sharp wit. “Something like that.”

She turned her head to look up at him, her eyes sparkling. “Oh, come on. Is it that bad? Do you have another head hiding under that silk shirt, or wings or fangs just waiting to bite me? You can tell me, you know.” Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “I promise not to tell. I might run screaming, though,” she added thoughtfully in a normal voice.

He burst out laughing.

Allyson wasn’t sure what amused him, but she did know that this guy did something to her insides. A flirty, ticklish thing to her stomach. And she liked his laugh. Hearty and enthusiastic. It made her smile.

He noticed. “I like your smile,” he said, handing her the blue comb.

“Thank you,” she answered a little shyly and held up the comb. “I can do the rest.”

He shook his head and nodded towards the window. “Let me. Enjoy the view.”

She turned back to look out over the sea. “So, are you going to tell me about being a High Lord or not?”

He grinned and took up the brush to smooth out the hair already untangled. “I am. Our abilities support the work of our Divine Lord. If we are called to fix a problem, I will typically work with people who may have been affected by it. If the problem did not impact sentient beings, I would be a support for my brothers.”

“Brothers? Are there no female High Lords?”

“Not so far, but I don’t know the future. Women will enter our group when they become a mate to one of us. And no, we cannot just pick someone we like. We know to wait for the one we recognise as the person intended to be with us.”

“True love,” she whispered.

“Yes, true love,” he agreed. It was more complicated, but love had to be part of his relationship; otherwise, he wouldn’t even consider taking a mate, life-bond or not.

It was that kind of love Allyson wanted and wanted to give. Sighing inwardly at her cowardice for not asking, she knew it was time to ask what she didn’t want to know. “Fine. I know I am just putting off the inevitable, so here goes: what did my parents say?”

He had all the tangles out by now and was simply enjoying brushing the silkiness of this woman’s hair. The strands changed colour under his hands, and his fascination grew. At her question, he felt the same anger in his chest he did last night. “Before I tell you, may I ask how old you are?”

Allyson couldn’t help wincing. It was not the question, which was just a question, but she could tell he knew, or at least suspected, that something was not quite as it seemed.

Shrugging, she tried to be nonchalant, knowing full well that she didn’t fool anyone. “Thirty-five.”

The subsequent growl she heard made her jump to her feet, pulling her hair, which he had been holding instead of brushing.

Letting go immediately, he growled again before managing to get a hold of his volatile emotions.

Allyson stepped around the chair and put her hand on his arm. From his expression and the emotions she sensed, it was clear that his anger was not directed at her.

She understood why he reacted that way. “Yes, I know,” she said quietly. “They treat me like a child. They don’t mean to, but my having all these abilities frightens them, and although they don’t mean to, it is stifling at times.”

He took a handful of her long hair and gently draped it back over her shoulder. It was now back to the blond colour he was used to seeing. It must have something to do with her emotions, but he can’t seem to figure out exactly how it worked. “Was that the reason you came here so often? To get away from them?”

* * *
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Anoré had been spoiling her since she arrived, and Allyson couldn’t help but feel special. Feminine. It was not something she was used to, but she definitely liked the way it made her feel. Sipping the chilled juice he had poured for her, she took another bite of the crisp salad they were eating for a late lunch.

Their earlier conversation still played in her mind. She had been reluctant to mention Richard, and she knew she was under no obligation to do so. Still, no one had ever made her feel so comfortable. It was more than that, but those female-male feelings were too scary right now to even contemplate on a logical level.

“Allyson,” he said suddenly into the silence, “you can tell me about Richard.”

Sighing, she wiped her lips with her serviette and dropped it to the table. “Can you hear everything that I am thinking?”

Considering lying to her, he decided against it. There was no point. If she really concentrated, she could hear his thoughts as well. “Yes, I can.” He held up his hand to stop her from speaking. “Only because you have no shielding. I can teach you. Having shields will also make it possible for you to shut out other people if you wish to.”

Finally, someone who understood her ability and didn’t seem to be threatened by it. She would dearly love to shut out all the noise bombarding her mind day and night. The relief would be immeasurable.

Carefully returning the empty glass to the table, she finally looked up at his extraordinary eyes. “I am supposed to marry him tomorrow.”

Putting down his cutlery, he wiped his mouth and waited for her to continue. He had read very little about Richard from her and found it most unusual for a woman to mate with a man she didn’t think about.

“I don’t want to,” she said eventually. Too agitated to sit still any longer, she jumped to her feet and paced the room. They were still in his office, he seemed to live here, but the view didn’t soothe her nerves right now.

She held up her hand, the red ring on her finger still faintly visible from all her toying with the ring. “I removed the ring last night before leaving the car. I have known for days now that I cannot marry him, don’t want to marry him, and yet I am a coward for not telling him.” She dropped her head, too embarrassed to keep looking at him. “I don’t know how.”

Also, getting to his feet, he took her elbow and guided her to sit on a couch. Taking a seat next to her, he held her hand on his knee. “Do you love him?”

“No. I don’t think I ever have.”

He frowned. “Then why did you agree...” He let the thought hang because he could deduce the answer. “Your parents, right?”

She nodded, overly aware of his hand on hers. Her eyes kept looking at their hands. His was so warm. And the simple thing of his hand holding hers had a very peculiar effect on her breathing. It seemed more difficult to get air into her lungs. Extracting said hand and holding it in her lap with the other helped somewhat.

“You are not an only child. You have two younger sisters.” He paused for a moment. “They didn’t interfere with their choice of mate, and yet...” He stopped and looked at her.

She nodded once again. “You read me right. Neither of my sisters was born with the ability to read other people’s minds and emotions. As soon as my parents realised I was different, they were scared of me, especially my mother. They tried to hide it, of course, but I knew better. The worst thing about the whole situation? My mother is exactly like me, but she constantly denies it. I don’t know why, and it hurts to be pushed away because of something I have had no choice in.”

She dropped her head. “I don’t know why I am telling you this. I have never told this to anyone.”

Instead of taking her hand, he moved closer and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “I am honoured that you feel safe with me. Safe enough to trust me with your pain.”

She raised pain-filled eyes to his. “Was it bad for you, too? Growing up being different from others around you?”

He smiled, gently pulling her to rest against his shoulder. “Actually, I was very fortunate. I inherited my abilities from my father. He trained me to use my abilities and control them properly.”

“And your mother?”

His smile grew at the memory. “She was like you. Although a shape-shifter, she also had a difficult childhood, as shifters tend to have stronger animal instincts than humans. Her higher psychic abilities made her more human, and that made her different from her clan.”

Allyson lifted her head from his shoulder to look at him. “Can you shift?”

“No. The ability to shift is inherited from the male genetic line. My mother was beautiful. Human or lioness. I often watched my father play with her in her animal form. They loved each other absolutely, and it was hard to lose them.”

Oh, how she envied him. The love she heard in his voice. The beauty of his memories was clear in the feelings she sensed. But she had to stop letting the pain of the past dictate her future. Taking charge was not in her nature, nor did she want to be like that; however, she could not let things remain the way they were.

She glanced at the timepiece on his wrist and couldn’t contain the sigh that escaped her. “I should leave. One cannot cancel a wedding over a mobile conversation. I should go and face my parents and Richard and tell them the truth.”

Her car had been delivered just before they had lunch. It had suffered a damaged fuel cell and had to be repaired. Anoré had called the company early that morning to arrange for her car to be collected and charged, but he was told charging would only be a temporary solution. Deciding to let them fix it, he simply had it charged to his own account. He could afford it and didn’t give it another thought. For once, he was not impressed with their efficiency, only because he wanted Allyson to stay longer. But then, one could not always have what one wanted.

“Would you like to have dinner with me afterwards?”

Allyson knew the surprise showed on her face. It was foolish because she could sense that he was attracted to her. His mind-shields were formidable, but he must have let them down enough to let some of his feelings bleed through.

“I don’t know. It is not going to be easy talking to them, and I have no idea how long it is going to take to convince everyone that I am serious about not marrying Richard and not just having cold feet.”

He grinned wickedly. “How does seven sound?”

She giggled suddenly. “You are so bad. What? It will give me time to drive there, get everyone together, make the announcement, grab my bag and run for the door?”

He shrugged. “Why is that bad? Are you going to let them change your mind?”

Her face turned serious. “No. Definitely not.”

“Then what is the problem? The way I see it is simple: you tell them, and then we can have a quiet dinner together. As your friend and rescuer,” he wiggled his eyebrows at her, “I demand you spend some more time with me.”

She was tempted. She liked him too, and not just because he helped her. Deciding not to think too much about him since he could read her thoughts, she redirected her thoughts to the issue at hand. Things won’t work out the way he wanted.

She knew her family, and they would not be satisfied with a simple announcement and a good night afterwards. Shaking her head, she got to her feet. “I can’t.”

He, too, got to his feet and put both hands on her shoulders, rubbing them lightly to offer some comfort. “I am not going to pressure you, but promise me you will come to see me again so that I can help you with your shielding. It is important.”

She nodded. “I will, thank you.”

“Or anything else you might need. A shoulder to cry on, someone to listen.” He gently squeezed her shoulders to convey the sincerity of the offer. “Any time, alright?”

Astounded, Allyson looked at him. He was serious. She smiled. It was good to have met him. And she knew she was coming back. “I will,” she promised quietly.
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​Chapter 3
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It was simply impossible to predict that she would be on his doorstep again the same night. Trying to stop shaking, Allyson found it impossible to drive home. The hours since leaving Anoré’s home played in her mind over and over. Impossible. She still could not believe her own memories. It felt as if those things happened to another woman.

She had waved to him when she left. Waved. Like a silly girl, she was so glad to have met someone who could teach her to keep out the noise she had been living with for thirty-five years. Not once did he doubt her. There was no question as to the validity of her own self. A self that she had been doubting for more years than she wished to recall.

The joy soon left her mind, however. The moment she had parked her car in the street where her parents lived. They were on the lookout for her, obviously, and did not give her a chance to say ‘hello’ before everyone closed in on her. Literally. Her sisters. Their husbands. Her parents. Even Richard, whom she had hoped would at least be glad to see her safe and unharmed.

No such luck. Her head started pounding almost instantly.

“Where have you been?” were the first words out of his mouth. And several of the others as well. Beyond being irritated with their attitudes towards her, Allyson wondered if they practised it together. It was difficult to keep her amusement at bay. It was not the time since none of them would even see the funny side.

Too many emotions were bombarding her. Anger. Irritation. Disappointment. Disgust. That gave her pause as she turned to face her mother, the source of that odd emotion.

Ignoring the questions people were throwing at her, she eyed her mother squarely. “You are disappointed in me? I am a grown woman, Mother, not a child. I do not live my life to please you.”

Barbara gasped aloud. “How dare you? You are engaged, yet you spend the night with a strange man, ignore the messages we left on your mobile, and dare to tell me you are a grown woman? A grown-up will not slap her parents in the face like that.”

A deathly quiet descended in the room as her voice had risen towards the end.

Slowly turning around, Allyson looked from her mother to her father to Richard. They all looked at her as if she had committed some kind of crime. Her sisters and their husbands felt sorry for her. Why would they do that, she wondered. Opening her mind deliberately shocked her to no end.

Turning back, she looked everyone in the eye. One by one. Slowly. “You do not trust me. I had car trouble, and a man, yes, a stranger, showed me the kindness of a bed and a meal, and you think I acted like a whore? Do you think I am unable to judge whether a man is good or not? I do not believe this.”

Leaving out the fact that he was a Lord of the High Council was necessary, just in case they decided that he was a better prospect as a son-in-law and tried to push her on him instead. She was finished with being told what to do and who she should become involved with. Who she should marry. It was high time that she lived her life in her own way.

Sitting down, she had to fight the tears. But they were tears of anger and pain. Her own family betrayed her faith in them. She would never even have given a moment’s thought other than the safety of a sibling if the same had happened to her. Yet, here she was, and all they were worried about was if she disgraced them. Them. Not herself. Like a naughty, wilful child instead of the grown-up, responsible woman that she was.

Her father sat down next to her and placed a placating hand on her knee. “Now, honey, it’s not that bad.”

She glared at him, the pain keeping the tears at bay. “No? Then how bad is it?” It was hard to hide the sarcasm in her voice.

She noticed a glance between him and Richard.

“What?”

“It’s just that you are sometimes a little distracted. You do not mix often with people outside of work and may not be able to judge when someone’s intentions are not so pure.”

Allyson felt her anger rise again. “I can sense people’s emotions. I can hear their thoughts. I can hear yours right now.” She shook her head. “I can judge better than anyone a person’s true intentions, as you call it.”

Then the hero had to step in—and ruin everything she had hoped, had believed. Was still clinging to, with the desperation of a drowning rat.

“Honey, of course you can. It’s just that we care about you and do not want to see you harmed. This man could present a front of innocent care when he might well be harbouring thoughts to harm you.”

She turned her head towards the man she was still engaged to, the condescending tone in his voice the final straw. She jumped to her feet. “You do not believe me, do you?”

She turned to her parents, one still seated, the other standing in the doorway. “You never have. I have always been the odd child, the one you were ashamed of. You always told people that I was shy so that they wouldn’t try to talk to me. Find out who and what I really am.” Pausing for a moment, she realised that the time had come to make a choice.

Their faces showed her exactly what she said was true. Neither looked at her. She didn’t sense any remorse or shame for what they had done. The self-doubt their actions had caused her. Richard only looked worried, as if his business advice was not being put to use as he had intended. Perhaps it wasn’t, she realised.

She simply stood there and could not believe that they all thought her delusional. No one believed her. From past experience, she knew that on some level, and it frightened them, that no matter what they said, she always knew the truth. About their words. Their feelings.

Their thoughts were a chaotic mix of confusion, disbelief, anger and fear. No love, no acceptance. No small effort in trying to see it from her side.

The confusion she experienced as a child when their words contradicted their thoughts was once again evident in her memories. The pain of knowing that they were ashamed to admit that she was different and unable to accept her. Just love her, a child. Their child. The biological connection had never been in doubt, for she looked way too much like Barbara. But right now, they felt like strangers to her.

Digging into the pocket of the pants she wore, she almost ripped it in an attempt to get the ring out.

Carefully, her emotions were too volatile to be civil right now, so she put it on the coffee table and started backing out of the room. Eyes followed her jerky movements, her own jumping from one to the other in a last attempt to ask, no, plead for acceptance. Just a little faith and belief in her. None were forthcoming.

Her throat was tight, and getting tighter, from holding back the tears. No words were possible any more. Nothing could heal the open wound in her chest. There used to be a heart there. Now, there was a gaping, bleeding hole. A family had done this. People who were supposed to love her and protect her. They coldly ripped open her chest and tore the flesh from her body without a thought.

The pain was excruciating, and she didn’t know how she managed to walk out of the house. Got into her car and started driving. She had no idea of direction. A vague thought told her to go home, but she didn’t know where that was right now. Why should she care about directions when she was dying inside? Was dead inside.

She looked down at her shaking hands once again. She had stopped somewhere. How she managed to get here and safely took the car off the road onto the shoulder, she couldn’t recall.

Her mind was too stunned to think clearly.

* * *
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Anoré smiled when he saw who was calling on his mobile. It was still reasonably early, so perhaps he could still convince her to have dinner with him.

“Allyson? How are you?”

The next words froze the blood in his veins.

“Please. Please...”

“Allyson?”

The link went dead in his hand. Calling her back, he waited with bated breath for the link to be established. It rang. And rang. And rang. No answer. He swore loudly. Now what?

The distress in her voice and the turmoil of her emotions flooded him in those precious few seconds when the link was open. Now, how to find her?

Calling again produced the same result. She wasn’t answering.

Jumping to his feet, he ran to his desk. “Computer, I need to trace a mobile. How?”

“Please state the number.”

He gave the number and waited.

A few minutes later, the computer beeped. “The information is available, but the security service will only release it for an authorised person.”

Anoré growled deep in his chest, but only for a moment before he remembered that he had the necessary authority. Damn, it was sometimes good to be a Lord of the High Council.

“Computer, send authorisation code, Anoré D’Exelmante. And send the server location code.”

“Acknowledged,” came the reply.

Pacing the room in agitation, he imagined the worst possible scenarios in his mind. Before he could list them, the computer interrupted. “Coordinates programmed into the car, my lord.”

It took him a moment to realise what the computer said. “Right.”

Running was too slow, so he simply projected himself into his car, started the engine and instructed the computer to set the direction to the last set of coordinates. He could teleport there, but she was too upset for him to use her as a reference, and he couldn’t use the electronic communication link like D’Ar could.

Trying hard to drive with concentration, although he had exceeded the speed limit several times, it still took about an hour to find her. The car was parked on the side of the road, intact. No accident, then. It was a fairly desolate place, and he forced himself not to imagine the many things that could have happened to her there. He quickly parked behind her, got out and ran to the driver’s side, praying for her safety.

He almost died from the pain he could sense from her as he approached. Her shoulders were hunched over the controls, and they were shaking.

Knocking on the window, he waited for the absolute suffering he was to witness on that lovely face. He saw recognition in her eyes as she moved to open the door. Even her body bespoke the pain he sensed.

A quick check told him she had no physical injuries; the pain was purely psychological. Sending a quick thank you for a prayer that was answered, he leaned into the car and lifted her into his arms, almost crying himself when her arms went around his neck and clung to him. Kicking the door closed after he instructed the computer to secure the car and send a pick-up request to the company that fixed its fuel cells. Then he carried her to his own car and climbed in, still holding her.

Pressing the Control key, he instructed the computer to enter automatic mode. “Destination: home.”

“Acknowledged,” came the reply as it moved slowly back onto the roadway and made its way home. In automatic mode, it will take longer to arrive, but he didn’t care.

Letting her rest on his lap, he wrapped both arms around her and quietly held her. Her mind was awash with pain and confusion, so he had no idea what had upset her so much. Her tears were painful, and her body shook from her sobs. Deep, almost soundless, the tears came. He had never seen someone in so much pain for a long time, and it tore him apart. Letting his cheek rest against her soft hair, he gently rubbed her back, speaking soft words to reassure her that he would keep her safe. That whatever had happened, it didn’t matter. He would be there for her.

These words were said in a quiet, calm voice, even as he felt ready to rip someone’s throat out. Making sure his own mind did not transmit the rage he felt, he kept up the soothing sounds and touches. He didn’t know what happened, but he was sure that pain this damaging could only have come from people she loved.

She had mostly stopped crying by the time they arrived at the house, but kept her face buried against his throat.

He carried her upstairs and to the guest room she had slept in previously. When he tried to put her on the bed, she refused to let go. Leaning down, he carefully removed her hands from his neck. “It’s alright, I will stay. I’ll give you a few minutes to change, and then I’ll come back and stay with you. Have you eaten yet?”

Allyson shook her head. “Not hungry.” Her voice sounded husky from crying so hard.

He caressed her cheek for a moment. “I will be back in a few minutes.”

Allyson sat up and took the nightgown he put on the bed. She felt a hundred times her age. Her body seemed to work on automatic as she undressed and put on the gown. In the bathroom, she avoided looking in the mirror as she washed her hands and splashed her face. No mirror could make her feel worse anyhow.

She was in bed when he returned. Placing the tray he had on the bedside table, he sat down next to her and took her hand in his.

“I know you said you weren’t hungry, but I would feel better if you had a little to eat and drink before you sleep.”

Allyson sat up and looked at him. The concern she saw in his eyes was the only thing motivating her at present. It was in her nature to please people, and that was the only reason she agreed. She had no appetite and felt no desire to drink anything, but she sat and quietly ate a little of the soup he brought, then drank the tea he handed to her.

Anoré removed the dishes from her lap and held back the covers so she could lie down once more. She was so pale it was frightening. Her eyes were still red and swollen from the tears, but her skin was white, her hair was white, and even her eyes were the palest blue; the pupils contracted tightly from pain since the lighting in the room was fairly dim.

Allyson followed his every movement with her eyes. She had never in her life felt so alone as she did right now. Alone but for this man. A stranger who had not known her name three days ago. He offered his home when she was stranded, and he came to fetch her when her family didn’t want her. A single tear ran down her cheek as she watched him remove his shoes and jacket, undid and removed the belt he wore with his expensive pants and then lay down on the bed next to her.

Her gaze watched him scoot closer and put one arm over her waist as he turned on his side to face her. Her lids closed over painfully sore eyeballs when he gently wiped that tear, caressed her cheek, and tucked a handful of her hair over her shoulder.

“I am going to make you sleep, sweetheart,” he whispered into the dim room. “I will take the nightmares away tonight and give you a deep sleep so that your mind can rest.”

A soft protest came from her lips.

He rubbed his thumb over her soft cheek once more. “Tonight had been too much, and your mind cannot cope with everything all at once. Tomorrow, when the sun shines once more, you will have the strength to deal with what happened. Can I ask you to trust me, to let your mind and body get some rest?”

She opened her eyes and looked into the dark green pools of his. The room was too dark to see his expression, but she could feel his emotions surrounding her own. Gentle, caring. The why of it was beyond her right now, so she only nodded tiredly.

Anoré felt his heart skip a beat at her consent. Trust given to a stranger was risky, but he felt the absolute need, the craving, to be accepted and cared for, even if only for a short time, even by a stranger.

He smiled into her eyes and saw them darken a little. Good, her pain was a tiny bit less. Someone, he, did care. For her. Leaning forward, he placed a kiss on her forehead.

“Sleep, sweetheart. I will be right here.”

Waiting a few minutes, he placed his hand on her temple and opened his mind, allowing the energy to flow from it, and she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. It was good for the mind to dream, but tonight she needed rest.

Satisfied that she was sleeping soundly, he called to the computer to dim the lights to their lowest setting and closed his eyes.

* * *
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Anoré stood at his office’s glass wall and looked out over the ocean. It has been three days since that horrible day, and she has not yet talked to him. She needed time, and he was trying very hard not to treat her like a child when she was so vulnerable right now. Although he wanted to protect her, right now she needed to know that whatever choices she made, they were hers to make.

He managed to get her to call her assistant, Cassandra, and tell her she was taking time off. After she ended the call, she went outside and sat in the sun watching the water. He took her mobile and called her assistant again. After introducing himself, he briefly informed Cassie that there had been no wedding and that she could contact Allyson at his home in an emergency.

“I don’t want people calling her, so I am switching off her mobile.”

Cassie nodded. She didn’t know what was going on, but for the first time since she knew Allyson, there was someone who seemed to care about her. “I will deal with the clients, no problem. What do I do if her family or Richard calls?”

Cassie arched her eyebrows at the soft growl she heard. Here was a man, indeed, who was not intimidated by Allyson’s family. “Leave them to me,” was all he said before disconnecting the link and switching off her mobile. Dumping it in a drawer, he went to find Allyson.

Sitting down next to her, although not so close as to crowd her, he had to look at her. By now, he no longer thought of her as average-looking. To him, she was beautiful. Those big eyes of hers only had to look at him, and he wanted to keep her. The eyes in question were no longer pale, but not as dark as usual, indicating that she was still struggling within herself.

Her hair was still pale, almost white, and it puzzled him. Reaching out, he lifted a few strands in between his fingers. The soft silkiness curled around his fingers as if they, too, wanted to be touched.

Allyson turned her head when she felt his hand lifting her hair and watched him play with it. Since she had returned, he had made no demands to know what had happened or why she had reached out to him in her distress. She knew he deserved an answer, but at the moment, she had no words to explain the pain in her chest or the shame she felt at her family’s rejection.

He had cared for her. Held her all night that first night, providing her with an anchor to the storm raging inside. It had abated somewhat by now, but it was not something she could talk about yet. She blushed every time she thought about how he had looked after her. Making sure she ate and reminding her to call Cassie. If nothing else, she felt safe, and that was a precious thing.

“You have lovely hair.”

A blush coloured her pale cheeks. “Thank you. I can’t seem to focus enough to make the colour less white.”

He rolled the curly ends around his fingers a few times and rubbed them with his thumb. “So soft,” he murmured to himself.

To her horror, not only did her cheeks darken, but the strands he was holding also turned a light coppery red. She had always liked it when her hair was touched, but never this much.

He raised his eyes to hers as the colour changed in his hand. “You like that,” he said softly.

She didn’t reply, only watched as the rest of her pale hair also turned coppery red. He smiled knowingly as her eyes dropped away. It was the one thing she had always been able to control, this outward show of emotion, except around him, it would seem.

Waiting until she dared look back at him again, he gently tugged at the hair he was still caressing. “I would bet your passion turns your hair to blazing flames, as fiery red as a raging fire, turning into all colours as you explode for your lover.”

Allyson felt the fire in her blood, imagining the passion he spoke about, almost wanting that release right now. She needed the fire to heat her again. She was so cold. Daring to look at him again, she blinked when she saw his face so close to hers. His mouth was mere breaths away from her own.

“Yes,” he whispered, coming ever closer, “it would be perfect.”

Then, he sealed his lips to hers. Gently kissing her, slowly wetting her lips, waiting to get permission for more. She gave it, but he didn’t immediately take it. No, instead, he cupped her cheek, sliding his hand deeper around into that glorious hair to cup her head and ever so gradually deepening the kiss until she felt his tongue touching hers.

Reaching out, she clasped her hands around his forearms, and he had to smile as her grip increased in proportion to the intensity of the kiss. Her taste was flavoured with the berries she had for breakfast, mixed with her own sweet honey.

Not wanting to push when she wasn’t ready, he listened with his senses and was stunned at the pleasure she was feeling. Not just physical, the emotional pleasure she was focusing on blew his mind. There was nothing intruding in her mind, and he groaned and deepened the kiss to almost painful levels.

It was only when he sensed a slight panic at the sudden rise in pleasure that he gently backed off. Her taste was already going to his head, to say nothing of his groin, as he shifted without finesse to try and ease the ache in his pants.

Pulling back, he rubbed a thumb over her swollen lips, wet from his attention. He liked that look on her. Carefully pulling the hand sunken into her hair forward, he pulled the now dark red hair over her shoulder and let it go to drape across her left breast.

Then looked at her wide eyes and smiled. Allyson felt her heartbeat quicken again at the sight of that smile. It was satisfying to give her pleasure, but humble at the same time that she allowed him to.

“Beautiful,” he repeated huskily.

She, too, smiled. That kiss made her forget everything except that she was a woman. He mentioned perfection, and deep down, she knew that if this man ever touched her and brought her the pleasure his kiss promised, she would know what perfection would taste like. Feel like.

The smile turned shy, and she moved away from him just enough to separate her body heat from his. She pulled up her knees to hide her physical reaction. Although appropriately dressed, thanks to Cassie bringing over some of her own clothes, she couldn’t help feeling the tightness in her breasts, the hard nipples pushing against the lace of her bra.

With all the turmoil in her mind and heart, her reaction and feelings towards this man were the constant she clung to, sometimes with desperation. It was that desperation that made her pull away. She didn’t want to cling to him like a child. She wanted to be sure that whatever she felt was honest and true and not based on a need to be kept safe.

Deciding to lay his intentions open, he took one of her hands and held it on his thigh. Her uncertainty was clear, but being open about what he wanted might help her decide. “Allyson, I am not playing with you.”

It took a moment to register, and she felt her jaw drop in astonishment. “You want me?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

He smiled and caressed the back of the hand he was holding. “I know you have things you need to sort out, but I want you to know where we stand. Where I stand. I want you, but it will be more than just having you in my bed. If you want to explore this, you need to understand what it is I need from a relationship. If it’s not what you want, I won’t abandon our friendship. I will still train you and be there if you need me. I will never cross the line or force you into anything you don’t want. On this, I give you my word as a Guardian.”

She stared at him, not really believing what she was hearing. He, this incredibly powerful man, wanted her. Plain Allyson. She was no beauty, nor did she have the body revered by the fashion industry, and yet she could see he was serious. Those blue flames in his eyes were burning for her.

“Why?”

He frowned. “Why what?”

“Why me? For one, you can probably have any woman you want, and secondly, I am just a human. Mortal. My life will be over before you even start to age. How old are you anyway?”

He smiled and lifted her hand to his mouth. Nipped her fingers before kissing them to soothe the slight pain. “It is difficult to tell my exact age since I was not born here, and the New Earth definition of a year is not the same for all the places where I have lived. But I would say about ten thousand nine hundred years or thereabouts.”

She gasped. “Wow, you don’t look a day over forty or so.”

“Thank you,” he replied dryly.

She blushed again, and he kissed her hand once more. “You are adorable when you blush like that. As for the rest, I cannot say specifically what attracts me to you. Your eyes, so wide and innocent, your lovely hair, but also your mind. I love your sharp wit, and the rest of you fascinates me. I want to learn all about you.”

He trailed his hand up her arm, sliding against the silken skin on the inside of her elbow. “I want to see if your body will be as responsive as I think it will be. To taste the rest of you and find it as sweet,” he dropped his eyes slowly over the length of her, pausing suggestively at the juncture of her thighs, “as your mouth.” His eyes slid back to hers. “Perhaps even more so.”

Suddenly needing to fan herself, which she did, her body was definitely rejoicing at the images she was sending it. The smile he gave her told her that he could tell the same thing.

Suddenly getting to his feet, he helped her up and waited until she dusted her pants. “We will be having guests very soon, and I thought perhaps you might want to change before they arrive.”

Her eyes widened.

He shook his head. “It’s my brothers, the rest of the High Lords. They will all be here later on for an emergency meeting. We will have our evening meal together, and then we will talk.”

She looked down at the clothes she wore. It was very casual, almost sloppy, and not what she would wear even when meeting friends. These past few days, getting up and getting dressed took so much effort that she didn’t bother much with the way she looked. But somehow, being here, being with him, has brought some relief to her heartache. Maybe in time, she would come to feel joy and happiness again.

As she meant to turn and go back, he caught her arm. “I meant what I said, Allyson. I want to pursue this, but I will not force you to come to me. The decision will be yours alone.”
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