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Prologue


Alaina





“Where are you, stupid badge?” I mumble, digging through my purse as I stand outside the rod iron gates of New Ridge, my former all-girls boarding high school, at half past ten. It's dark out, the cool wind eliciting goosebumps on my bare skin. I don't care. It’s imperative I talk to Meel and Siple and I refuse to wait any longer. They have been avoiding me since I woke up in the hospital almost two weeks ago. The school secretary said they were away at a conference. Ha! What a load of bull. Another lie spun in the web of many that make up my life. 

I’d bet good money they’re here somewhere because let’s be honest, why would two soldiers posing as school officials need to go to a conference?  

If I have to, I’ll knock on every door in this place to find them. I need answers and they’re the only ones I know in the human realm who may have them. 

Eric mentioned he kept in contact with them all the years I was here, attending school. It’s how he kept watch over me from Nysa. I bet after my spontaneous departure he reached out to them again, trying to locate me. 

I wince at the thought, his betrayal weighing heavily on my heart. He spent a month parading me around as the Nysian princess, the savior of our world. I told him my biggest fear was it not being true, but he begged me to trust him. So I did. Even with all the doubts floating around in my head, I choose to believe him. As it turned out, my intuition was right. It was all a lie. 

Anger like I have never known bubbles up inside me. I push the emotion aside, knowing if I focus on it too long, it will consume me. 

Eric and his lies will have to wait. 

First things first: I need to find out what Meel and Siple know about my past. That, and the current state of Nysa—not that Nysa’s overall well-being is my problem anymore. But the friends I left behind…that's another story. 

The guilt of what I’ve done plagues me. I shouldn't have disappeared, but the moment the queen revealed herself and called me out for being a fraud, I knew I was in trouble. I saw the murderous look in her eyes and in that instant, I believed there was a real possibility she would’ve had me executed on the spot. 

Looking back now, I realized it was a stupid thing to do; stepping off the edge of the cliff and transporting back to the human realm. Not because I didn’t want to, but because of my lack of transporting experience. Instead of arriving at New Ridge like I planned, I ended up fighting for my life in the same river I was found close to as a child.

I shudder at the memory. The ice-cold water rushing over my head, down my throat. The rapids pulling me under into the black abyss. My body bouncing off the jagged rocks as if I were a ball in a pinball machine. By the grace of the Gods, I dragged myself onto shore, cut and bruised, blood pouring from my head. 

A few days later, I woke up in the hospital. Everyone said I was the victim of a kidnapping—a story which I couldn’t confirm or deny, having nothing more than fuzzy broken images of the month I was gone floating around in my head. Images so farfetched, I believed them to be a dream. That was until I found the missing piece of Brady’s orb. 

Shaking my head, I force the memories away. This isn’t the time to dwell. 

A few more minutes of digging and swearing to downsize my purse the first chance I get; I locate my student badge. Pulling it out of the bottom of my bag, I touch it to the key reader and unlock the gate.

While making my way to the front door of the school, I run my thumb over the shard of Brady’s orb I found lying in the road not thirty minutes earlier. I haven't been able to put it down. The pink stone shimmers in the moonlight, as does my orb hanging around my neck. It’s become a beacon, calling me home—a funny thought in itself, because never had I pictured Nysa as being my home. 

I also mull over the fact that finding the piece of his orb allowed the memories of my time in Nysa to break free after they had been locked away for two weeks. It makes no sense unless…

“Son of a bitch!” The birds in the nearby trees scatter. I should have known. It all makes sense now. A memory block was done. A weak one at that, considering our powers are diminished here, but it explains why I could recall a few things but not see the big picture. 

But why? Why do this to me when it was proven I’m not the princess?  And to do it in such a way that it wouldn't last. Whoever performed it had to have known that. 

My grip tightens around the fragment of orb as I walk up the stairs of the plantation-style school. I slam my badge on the key reader, unlocking the front door, angry at the thought that even now people are trying to hide the truth from me. 

Through the foyer and past the admin office, I head toward the wing of the school that is off limits to students, as it houses the staff who reside on campus. 

The school is silent, which is not surprising since it's a weeknight. I sneak down the halls, not wanting to call unsolicited attention to myself. Last thing I need is someone alerting Meel and Siple that I’m here, so they can refuse to see me. 

Heading down the hall, I read the nameplate on each door until I come across the room labeled “Head Therapist”. Bingo. Siple’s room. I lift my hand to knock but stop short. Was he really the person I wanted to talk to first? After all, he spent years trying to convince me that my nightmare about my mother’s death was not real, which I had accepted. But now, after everything I’ve seen, everything I know, it’s just another question added to the growing list of questions I need answers to. 

Stepping away from the door, I decide he isn’t the person to go to for those answers. I need to speak to Dean Meel. She’s always been a friend to me here—as much as an educator can be with a student. If I push her, play on her emotions, chances are good she’ll answer my questions to the best of her knowledge. The same can’t be said for Siple. 

I find her room at the end of the hall, lift my hand to knock, but hesitate before the first rap. I could turn and walk out of here, no one the wiser, and pretend to have not regained my memories of Nysa. I could return to my life before all of it happened. Be roommates with Gina, go to college. Would that be so bad?  It's not like I’m the savior anymore. Wright and his army will no longer be hunting me. There is nothing left for me in Nysa. 

Or is there?  

My mind wanders to Brady but doesn't stop there. Nick, Eric, Ana, Shae, the rest of the warriors. People I’ve grown accustomed to calling friends. Friends who could be in trouble all because they believed me to be the princess and treated me as such. I couldn't live with myself not knowing what became of them. 

No, there’s no turning back. I may not be the lost princess—the savior—but I’m Nysian. The realm I now see as my home is in trouble; there is no way I can pretend not to know that. 

I take a series of short breaths and find the courage to knock but turn my back to the door, so she can’t see my face through the peephole. My foot bounces as I stand there and wait. I hear movement from behind the door and exhale. She’s here, thank the Gods. Now if she will only open the door. 

“Hello?” the familiar voice calls out. “Turn around please, so I can see your face.” 

Rotating around, I force a smile while my heart batters my chest. “Dean Meel. I need to speak with you.” 

“Oh, Alaina dear. It's just you. It’s late and you shouldn't be here. Please call back in the morning and set up a meeting with Miss Bought. She knows my schedule.” 

I strain to hold in my irritation.  “I have been trying for two weeks, but she said you and Dr. Siple were out of town at a conference.” 

“Oh, yes, we arrived back a few hours ago and are exhausted from our trip. Please come back in a few days. We’ll talk then.” How did I not notice before what a terrible liar she is? 

“Dean Meel, please open the door. My memories are back and I don’t know of anyone else who can help me.” 

She doesn't speak for a good thirty seconds. Afraid she’s chosen to ignore me; I lift my hand to knock again but stop when I hear the lock click. The door opens and I step inside. What I thought would be a dorm room of sorts turns out to be a nice sized apartment, filled with an assortment of mismatched furniture. The far wall is lined with shelves bursting to the brim with an assortment of worn books. 

“What memories are back? The ones from your childhood?” 

I shake my head. “No, the ones from my month in Nysa.” 

The youthful looking woman sighs, running her hands through her long dirty blond hair. “That’s not surprising. I told him the block wouldn't last long.” 

“Told who?”

She looks toward the kitchen as Siple walks out, tying a robe around his lean slender frame, his brown eyes heavy with sleep. “My husband.”

Siple looks up with a yawn but doesn’t seem surprised to see me.

Wow, didn't see that one coming. But there’s no time to question that now; there are more important things to worry about. 

“Have you spoken with Eric or anyone from Nysa?” I ask.

Dean Meel ushers me in. “Yes, but the conversation was brief.”

“And?” I push, wanting more than vague answers. 

She takes a seat on the plush red couch. “I don't know how much I’m allowed to say. It’s why we were ordered to perform the memory block. Eric wants to speak with you himself.”

“I don't give a damn what Eric wants. He lied to me, and I'm assuming he lied to everyone around him.” 

“Those accusations are all valid, but he has since explained his actions. Things are not as simple as we once thought.” 

“Simplify it for me, would you? Who am I?” 

“He didn’t say. After you transported back here, Eric contacted us, looking for you. He explained what happened but stressed that nothing has changed. We are still supposed to protect you. And once they find somewhere safe to set up camp, he’ll be back and will explain everything.”   

“I don't understand. Everything has changed! Did he tell you the queen showed up at my coronation? With her daughter, the princess!” 

Meel sighs, looking at Siple. “Yes.” 

I look away, lost for words.

“Alaina, I’m so sorry you are going through all of this,” Meel says.  “We don't know who you are or why Eric, under Ordin’s directive, decided to convince everyone you were the lost princess. All I can say for certain is that your life is still in grave danger. Eric didn’t want us talking to you. He was afraid that if you knew what was going on, you would try to get back to Nysa by yourself. It's why we agreed to the memory block.”

Siple chimes in. “I must say, it's impressive how little time it took you to break it. How did it happen?” 

I turn my attention to him, opening my hand to reveal the small fragment of orb. “As I was leaving work tonight, I found this. It’s the missing piece of Brady’s orb. When I picked it up, his face flashed in my mind. Everything else came flooding back after that.” 

He scrunches his face. “Interesting.” 

“Is my nightmare real?” The words leave my lips without a second thought. 

A softness falls over his face like I’ve never seen. “I think it’s possible, though there is no way to know for sure without your childhood memories.” 

I let my body crumple on the nearest chair. The tears I have been holding back stream down my face. All these years I didn't want to believe it, but deep down I knew the truth. 

My brain works to put the pieces together—the biggest piece of the puzzle is Brady and our uncanny connection. The term soulmate pops into my head, but I push it away, unable to go there right now. 

“My dear, are you okay? Maybe you should stay here tonight. Your face has lost all its color.” Dean Meel stands, helping me up from the chair. “We have a guest bedroom you’re welcome to use.” 

I try to wave her off but sway as a wave of dizziness fogs my vision. 

“We insist.” She guides me to the room, sitting me on the bed. My shoes are removed and the covers are pulled back before I have a chance to argue. I lie down and she tucks me as a mother would a small child. 

Before she has a chance to walk away, I grab her hand. 

“Please,” I beg. “Please, no more memory blocks. I will not leave here until someone comes for me, I swear to you. The emptiness I felt without them, I don't think I can bear another moment of it.” 

She leans in, kissing my forehead, as is the way of the elders. “I swear to the Gods, no more memory blocks. Now sleep.” 

With that promise, my eyes close and I fall into a deep slumber like I haven’t experienced in years.

[image: image-placeholder]I wake to the smell of coffee and cinnamon. And maybe bacon. My mouth waters at the thought. Throwing off the covers, I take a quick inventory of the room. The generic beach theme, complete with an assortment of shells and starfish surprises me. I always saw Meel as more of a country girl myself. But what do I know? To each his own, I guess.

After slipping on my shoes and fixing the bed, I make my way to the kitchen. Meel and Siple are sitting at the table, both with a tablet in hand. 

“Don't be shy,” Siple instructs without looking up from whatever he’s reading. His robe has been replaced with his usual slacks and button-down striped shirt. “There are plenty of cinnamon rolls and bacon to go around. Coffee is in the pot over there, cups in the cabinet above it, sugar in the canister next to it. Milk and creamer in the fridge. Help yourself.” 

I’ve never been much of a coffee drinker, preferring cappuccinos instead, but after the stresses of yesterday, I need caffeine in the worse kind of way. Choosing the largest cup available, I fill it three fourths of the way with coffee, then dumping in a ton of sugar, milk, and creamer. 

At the table, I take a seat next to Dean Meel and grab a small plate, stuffing it with two cinnamon rolls, a few slices of bacon, and fruit salad—which was not mentioned earlier but I assumed is up for grabs. 

After eating for what feels like hours without a word being spoken, I break the silence. “Thank you for not blocking my memories yesterday. I know how hard it must be for you to defy a direct order from the warriors.”

Siple’s jaw clenches. “As soldiers, we’re trained to follow the orders we are given, no matter our personal opinions.” 

Meel smiles, patting his arm. “It was the right thing to do.” 

Shifting in my chair, I push the food around my plate, uncomfortable with their difference of opinion on the subject. 

“Don't make us regret it,” Siple adds. 

“I won't. I swear. Anyway, there’s no way I’m transporting back to Nysa without someone who knows where they’re going. I’m in dire need of additional training before I attempt it again.” 

Dean Meel wrinkles her nose. “How on earth did you end up in the river?”

“It was stupid. I pictured New Ridge as I was taught, but at the last minute, I looked out at the ocean and for some reason the river where I was found popped into my head.” 

Siple shakes his head. “You’re fortunate you didn’t kill yourself.” 

“Tell me about it. I didn't think I was going to be able to get out of that river. The current was horrendous.” 

“I’m sure it was. The days before, we had close to six inches of rain,” Siple informs me. “The water was near spilling over its banks. You’re lucky to be alive.” 

I nod, stuffing another piece of bacon into my mouth. 

“So, what are your plans now?” Meel asks. “Hank and I think it would be best if you stayed here, under our watch until Eric can return for you.” 

I glance around. “Who’s Hank?” 

She gives me an incredulous look, pointing at Siple. 

I blush. “Of course.” How did I not know the first names of people who have taken care of me for the past four years? 

“Sherry,” he points at Meel, “is right. With you being sought out as a traitor, you are in extreme danger—even in the human realm. You can have the head therapist apartment, which will give you plenty of privacy but it’s close enough, so we can keep an eye out for you.” 

“Thank you for the offer. I appreciate it. But I’m tired of hiding.”

“Which is understandable, but what if Queen Sabrin sends her men looking for you? It’s automatic execution,” Meel says. 

“I’ll be okay. I had some training on how to defend myself in Nysa,” I lie. More like having my ass handed to me by Henry’s guards. But they don't need to know that. 

I stand, ready to get the hell out of here before they don't allow me to leave. “Thank you for the hospitality. And for the information. If you hear from Eric or anyone for that matter, please let me know.” I rush to the door. 

Dean Meel follows me. “Of course, we will. And the offer is always open, as is our door. If you need anything, please don't hesitate to reach out.”

I turn and pull her into a hug. In her ear I whisper, “Thank you for everything, Dean Meel.” 

She returns my embrace. “My pleasure. Please call me Sherry from now on. You are no longer a student here.” 

Letting her go, I give Siple a little wave and head out. 

[image: image-placeholder]I take the long way home, weaving through the streets of the small town. My mind wanders in a million different directions, but I push it all away, not wanting to deal with any of it. Every few steps I find myself looking over my shoulder, making sure no one is following me. The threat of the Wright’s men or the queen’s sits ever present in the back of my mind. 

After an hour or so, I find myself next to a martial arts studio. The words “self-defense classes” catch my eye. Looking through the window, I see a class going on and stop to watch for a while, fascinated by the petite women holding their own against the massive instructors. 

“It works better if you enter the building,” a gruff voice says, scaring the shit out of me. 

I turn and face the second most gorgeous man I have ever seen. His jet-black hair lays disheveled above his eyebrows, contrasting his pale blue eyes. He has a strong chin and pointed nose. The black tank top and matching pants accent his rock-hard body, leaving nothing to the imagination. I cock my head to the side and gawk. He reminds me of someone, though I can’t put my finger on it. I’m pretty sure I’ve never met him before. Maybe he used to be a model? 

“Come on in. Let me get you a brochure.” 

I follow him into the worn-down building, more trusting than I should be after learning that I have a bounty on my head. The room smells like a gym; sweat mixed with disinfectant. Black paint coats the walls except for the one farthest from the door. That one is floor to ceiling glass, allowing visitors a clear view of the training room. 

He scrounges around behind his desk, rummaging through papers and looking for the brochure I never asked for. “You interested in self-defense classes?” 

I meander around the entryway, looking at the photographs on the wall. “Maybe.” 

“Wouldn’t hurt if you plan on making a habit of walking around town in that getup.” 

Gods. I wrap my arms around my stomach. How the hell could I forget about my skimpy work uniform from yesterday? No wonder people have been staring at me all morning. High heels, plaid mini skirt, and a midriff top this early screams walk of shame.

Keeping my eyes on the pictures, I try to hide the red creeping into my cheeks. “Yeah, I work at the bar Heaven and Hell down the street.” 

“I recognize the uniform.”

A customer; that explains the familiarity.

“Late night, I guess?” he asks.

“Something like that. I was visiting friends and ended up sleeping over. No change of clothes.”  

Leaning against the counter, he raises an eyebrow. “You know, a waitress from there was kidnapped after a late-night shift. Couldn’t have been more than two months ago.” 

I raise my hand. “Guilty as charged.”

Two rosy red dots flush his cheeks. “Oh, shit. Sorry.” 

“It’s okay. I do have a question about your classes. Do you train people how to fight with the weapons you’re using in these pictures?” I focus on one in particular, in which he has a dagger in each hand. Self-defense training wouldn’t hurt but learning how to wield weapons would be a hundred times better. If there ever came a point when I went back to Nysa, Gods know it would come in handy.  

“Like private lessons?” He walks around the counter and leans against the wall in front of me. “I don’t make a habit of it. It’s expensive and takes a whole bunch of my time.” I watch his eyes scan my body, falling to my orb. Tucking it into my shirt, I turn away from him. He clicks his tongue. “I didn’t get your name.” 

Maybe following him inside wasn’t such a good idea. Sabrin could have spies working for her, waiting for an opportune moment to grab me. “I should go.”

“It’s Alaina, right?”

My stomach drops. “How did you know that?”

“Your story was all over the news.”

I tilt my head, pausing as he continues.

“I get it. It must be hard, trusting someone new after everything you’ve been through. If you want to learn how to fight, I can provide references.”

“I don’t know.”   

“I’m Lincoln, by the way.” 

“You said it’s expensive for private lessons?”

Lincoln chuckles. “I’m sure we can work out some kind of arrangement.” 

“That won’t be necessary. Give me a second.” Shit. I hadn't even looked at my bank account since coming back. Gina had been taking care of everything. 

“Take your time.” He walks away as I pull out my phone and open my bank app. After logging in, I check my account, almost dropping my phone at the balance. A hundred thousand dollars had been deposited after my release from the hospital. The source, a simple B. 

My heart flutters at his thoughtfulness, though I have no clue how he pulled it off. 

I turn back to see Lincoln fiddling with something on his desk. “I’m in.” 

“Cool. So, you want weapons training, not self-defense. Mind telling me why?” 

“What can I say, being kidnapped has caused some real safety issues to arise.” 

“If you say so.” He smirks. “Tomorrow, seven a.m. sharp. We work until eleven. Six days a week.” 

“Wait, what?” What the hell did I just sign up for? 

He crosses his arms. “Those are my conditions. Take ‘em or leave them.” 

I turn around, glancing outside the window and contemplating if it’s worth it. I’m not a morning person and I hate exercising. I can almost guarantee he won’t care about my feelings on either.

A man standing on the corner catches my eye. He appears to be looking for someone. When his eyes fall in the direction of the studio, my stomach drops. Is it possible he’s looking for me? As if answering my question, a gorgeous brunette strolls across the street, straight into his arms. I utter a soft curse, reminded once again of the danger I’m in and how there is no one around to protect me anymore. Memories of Kakos fill my head. 

I whip around, knowing what I must do. “Make it six and we have a deal.” 

A sexy smile creeps across his face. “Looks like we have a deal.” 








Chapter One


Alaina





Six months later

“You’re late,” I snap as Lincoln saunters down the sidewalk at a quarter past six. Sitting outside in the forty-degree morning air for the last fifteen minutes has put me in a foul mood. I hate the cold and for the south, forty is damn cold. “Where the hell have you been?” 

“Chill, woman. Since we started training, I have not been late once. You on the other hand,” Lincoln retorts, cocking his left eyebrow. “Let’s just say that if I had a nickel for every minute you were late, I would be retired somewhere on a beach by now.” 

I roll my eyes as he pulls me to my feet, offering me a large steaming cappuccino. “Ha! I have not been late that much.” I snatch it out of his hands, still not ready to forgive him for leaving me out in the cold. He knows I freeze when the temperature drops below sixty. 

“Please. The first week you were thirty minutes late almost every day. One day, two hours late.” He emphasizes his point by thrusting two fingers in my face and waving them around. 

“That was an alarm clock issue,” I remind him as he unlocks the door, letting us into the ice-cold building. 

“I thought you’d quit.” He laughs as he flips on the heater. 

I hear the familiar click and hurry under the vent to warm up. “I woke up an hour late and my legs were so sore it took me an hour to walk here.”

The admission makes him laugh even harder. And he has a great laugh, one you can’t help but laugh along with. It’s carefree and robust—a perfect match to his personality. 

I cross my arms, trying not to give in. “It’s not funny!” 

“It’s a little funny,” he says. “Finish up that drink. I’m going to get set up. Five minutes.” 

“I’ll be right there.”

Sipping on my cappuccino, I can’t help but smile at how far I have come. At first, I couldn’t train for an hour without having to take a break. Now, I’m able to hold my own against him. We have moved from an instructor/student relationship to sparring partners. Though, I still haven’t beat him. But damn, I’m getting close. Today might even be the day since being left out in the cold for so long has made me extra feisty. 

It helps that Lincoln is an excellent instructor. He’s patient and explains each move step by step. Not once has he raised his voice or gotten angry with me when I couldn’t perform a move the way he showed me. Even when it took repeating it over and over hundreds of times, he never lost his cool, never showed his frustration. We practiced until I got it right, and continued practicing until I mastered it. 

“Let’s go, woman,” Lincoln calls out from down the hall. 

“Coming,” I yell back, swallowing the last bit of my drink and heading toward the back. 

The private training room is small, covered in wall to wall mirrors, except for one. From top to bottom, the wall next to the door is filled with weapons. Swords, knives, daggers and anything else you could possibly need. In every size you can imagine. 

Tossing my bag on the closest of the two small benches, I remove my jacket and shoes, then hit the mats to warm up. The stretching routine Lincoln taught me on day one loosens my muscles and clears my mind, readying me for the fight ahead. 

When done, I remove my tank top and throw it on top of my jacket, leaving my black yoga pants and hot pink sports bra on. I learned fast that baggy shirts could and would be used against you during a fight. After months of training, I now understand the importance of the Nysian uniforms; skin-tight black pants and top. Your opponent can’t grab your clothing if it’s snug against your body. 

“Alright, Alaina. This is what I’m thinking.” He shoots me a mischievous smile, which is never a good sign. “Today will be a free-for-all kind of day.” 

My eyes narrow. “What does that mean?” Most days he chooses the weapons or skills he wants me to work on and we go from there. 

“It means we each select a set of weapons and fight it out, no holds barred, your rudimentary skills against my advanced ones.”

“Well, when you put it that way, it doesn’t sound fair.” I put on my best pouting face but inside I’m jumping for joy. This is what I’ve been waiting for; putting to use the skills I have acquired. If I ever find myself back in Nysa, chances are good I will be caught up in some kind of battle and I won’t be familiar with the skills my opponent possesses. Sparing with Lincoln without instruction is the perfect opportunity to see if I’m as good as I think I am.

Cocking his head to the side, he smirks. “Oh come on, woman. You scared of little old me?’  

“You know I’m not,” I retort, evoking a smile out of him. 

“You have three minutes to choose your weapons and formulate a plan,” he instructs as he scans the weapons wall. 

I do the same, thinking about every weakness of his I have ever seen. He has a few, not that he would ever own up to any of them. They are a rare sight to behold, popping up when I least expect it. 

I grab a pair of thigh daggers similar to the ones the warriors gave to me on my nineteenth birthday. My father’s most prized possession. My heart aches at the memory. Not my father. The princess’ father. I shake the pain away and strap them on. 

Glancing at Lincoln, I see that he has also acquired daggers in addition to the sword he has slung across his back. I find it odd how he looks so like the warriors. They wear almost the exact same all black ensemble around camp. All he’s missing is a thick leather bracelet with a pink oval stone—a warrior’s orb.   

“Ready?” he teases, scanning me from head to toe. “Have I ever told you how hot you look in thigh daggers?” 

His comment catches me off guard. He never flirts with me. Heat rises to my cheeks at the realization of what he’s doing. He’s trying to distract me, the bastard. “Nice try, Lincoln. You’re going to have to do better than that to catch me off guard.”

We take our places on the mats, facing each other. 

“What now?” It’s odd standing here, waiting to fight someone I consider a close friend. 

“Turn around,” he instructs. 

I do as I’m told but not without protest. “This doesn’t seem fair.” 

He walks up behind me, his breath lingering close to my ear. “When you were kidnapped, it was from behind, correct?” His voice is low, almost a whisper. 

It’s the first time he has ever mentioned my disappearance aside from the day we met. So many times, I wanted to tell him the truth: that it was all a misunderstanding. Though I was taken away in the middle of the night, it was by Brady, a Kardia warrior. The leader of their army. And he did it in an effort to protect me. Like always, I chicken out and continue playing the part of the helpless victim. “Yes, I was grabbed from behind.” 

“For most victims, this is how they find themselves when being attacked.” He wraps one arm around my waist, pinning my arm to my side. Using his other hand, he covers my mouth. 

My heart rate picks up, the desire to flee burning my feet. I squeeze my eyes shut and try forcing away the images of Charlotte being held by Kakos, slitting her throat. The blood, the fear, her lifeless eyes, all the memories that haunt my dreams. 

“Alaina.” Lincoln's voice drags me away from the horror. “I know you have been through some horrific things. Use it.” His grip tightens. 

Out of sheer panic, I strain against his grasp, but it’s no use; he is much stronger than me. I kick at his legs, landing my heel into his shin bone. His leg gives a little, but his grip never wavers. 

In return he releases my mouth, wrapping his arm around my chest and pulling me into him. “Stop fighting the situation and fight me.” 

He’s right. There is no way I can get out of this by force. He outweighs me by a hundred pounds at least. Stands a good foot taller. If I am going to beat him, I have to be smart about it. 

With my heel, I stomp on his left foot. His grip loosens enough so I can swing my free elbow back, landing it straight into his jaw. The move catches him off guard and he releases me. I go for my daggers, but he grabs my wrist, pulling me into him. I brace myself against his chest so I don’t fall. Releasing my wrist, he grabs for my waist. Mistake number one. Before he can wrap his arms around me again, I grip his hair and pull.

His head makes contact with my knee, but he doesn’t falter. Instead, he grabs my leg, yanking it toward him, causing me to land flat on my ass. 

Lincoln lunges as I grab for my daggers; this time I’m quick enough to release them. With my weapons pointed toward him, I grin, thinking I have him. Instead, he grabs both of my arms and flips over me, landing on his feet. 

I turn over onto my knees and kick back at him, but instead of landing the blow he grabs me by the ankle and yanks. To stop myself from being dragged, I dig my daggers into the mats. 

“Hey!” he yells, giving me an opportunity to free my foot.

“What?” I mock, rising to my feet. “No holds barred, right?” 

“Oh, that’s how it is?” He removes his sword from its sheath. I smirk. He lunges. I cross my daggers and hold them above my head to block his blow. His sword crashes into them with a sickening ring that vibrates in my ears. He stalks toward me, pushing his sword and my daggers closer and closer to my head. My arms shake at the sheer force.

With all three blades mere inches from my head, he pauses. “Give up?” 

With a brush of his foot against mine, instincts take over. “Not a chance.” I kick his legs out from under him, landing him flat on his back. In an instant, I’m sitting on top of him, one dagger at his throat, the other resting on the hand that holds his sword. 

A smile creeps across his face. “Well lookie here. Seems we have a warrior princess on our hands.” 

My mouth falls open. “What did you say?” 

“Like as in Xena, warrior princess,” he laughs.

“Oh, right.”

He raises an eyebrow. “What is it?”

“Nothing.” I attempt to shake off the comment but something in his eyes tells me there is more to it than a stupid television show. 

He grabs my hand and confiscates the dagger I still have resting against his throat. “I think we’ve had enough for today.”

Sitting up, he maneuvers my body so my legs fall to either side of his hips. The intimate way we’re sitting creates knots in my stomach. 

“You can tell me, you know. Whatever it is you’re hiding, I won’t judge. Hell, I may even understand.” He brushes a strand of fallen hair out of my face, his fingers lingering on my cheek.

There’s a passion burning in his eyes like I have never seen before. I skim his face, lingering on his lips a little too long. What would it be like for those lips to touch mine? It would be so easy to find out. A few inches are all it would take. 

“Alaina. Would you like to have dinner with me tonight?” 

“Sure.” The words leave my mouth before I have a chance to digest what he’s asking. My head says go for it, but my heart yearns for someone else. Now that we know I am not the princess, all the reasons Brady and I had for not being together disappeared. I half expected him to show up here, maybe confess his undying love for me, but it’s been over six months and I haven’t heard a damn thing. I’m sick of holding out for a man who may or may not want me. That I may or may not see again. 

“Great.” He drags us to our feet. “Seven o’clock, my house. I’ll text you the address.” 

“Your house?” 

“Do you mind? I thought I would cook for us.” The look in his eyes tugs at my heart, so sweet and innocent. How can I say no to that?

“Sounds amazing.” I grab my stuff, putting my shirt, shoes, and jacket back on. “So, I guess I’ll see you tonight then?” 

“Seven sharp. Don’t want the food to get cold.”

I laugh. “Okay, seven sharp.” 

“Oh. One more thing before you go.” 

“Yeah?” 

“You owe me a new mat. You know that, right?” 

I look over at the huge hole and bite my lip, trying to control the laughter bubbling up inside of me. 








Chapter Two


Aliana





At five till seven I plod down the hallway of Lincoln’s first-floor apartment. Once at his door, I lift my hand to knock but stop short, not quite ready to announce my presence. 

After our training session ended early this morning, I had nothing but time to mull over all the screwed-up things going on in my life, adding to it a date with Lincoln. Which is ridiculous because I find him super attractive. On the hotness scale of one to ten, he’s an easy fifty. Plus, we have a ton in common and he’s fun to hang out with. On paper, it’s a perfect match. The problem resides in my heart, which can’t seem to let go of another black-haired, blue-eyed guy.

Suddenly, the door swings open, scaring the holy hell out of me. Lincoln stands there, dressed in a baby blue t-shirt and ripped up jeans, looking better than I have ever seen him. “Hey, I thought I heard something. Come on in.” 

He must be joking. How much noise could I have made just standing out here? And to hear it through the door? 

“Can I take your coat?” 

“Thank you.” I step inside the small apartment and look around. It’s much like I expected it to be. White walls decorated with a few pictures of him fighting. A black couch and loveseat directed at an enormous flat screen TV. Typical bachelor pad.

He helps me out of my jacket, hanging it on a hook next to the door before pulling me into an unexpected hug—another thing he has never done before. Not that we’ve never hugged, but those were more of the sideways, brother type of hugs. This one is a full-on, body to body embrace. It’s comforting in a way I can’t explain. I relax into him, wrapping my arms around his waist and letting him hold me even closer. 

Gazing down, he releases me but leaves his arm wrapped around my waist. “You look beautiful.” 

My face flushes. “Thanks.” There is no way I look beautiful. Cute maybe, in my skinny jeans and vintage t-shirt. Even my hair is lackluster, falling straight alongside my face. 

We stand there for a moment staring into each other’s eyes. The knot in my stomach tightens. 

“You hungry?” 

“Starved.” He frees my waist, draping the same arm over my shoulder and escorting me into a small breakfast nook just off the kitchen. 

“Have a seat,” he says, pulling out my chair. “We’re having lasagna with salad and garlic bread. I would recommend red wine, but I have white if you prefer.” 

I take a seat, laying the cloth napkin across my lap as my first foster mother taught me. “Red’s fine.” 

Lincoln grabs the pre-opened bottle, pours me a glass, and heads into the kitchen. When he returns he has a delicious smelling lasagna and a loaf of piping hot bread. My mouth waters at the scent. 

Two place settings have been laid out, complete with matching dinnerware and place mats. The salad is on the table, ready to be served. Between us sits a set of long stem candles. In a vase, there is a bouquet of pink roses. 

“Everything looks amazing,” I say. 

He grins. “I may have gotten a little carried away. I think I made enough food to feed a small army, but my mother always told me the way to a woman’s heart is through the presentation.” 

I laugh. “Smart woman.” 

He sighs. “Yes, she was.” Grabbing my plate, he fills it to the brim with all the delicious smelling foods then does the same for himself.  

I dig in, all the while thinking about his mother. After a few minutes of awkward silence, I decide to bring up the elephant in the room. “Sorry about your mom. Are you still close with the rest of your family?”

“My father died not long before her. I have an older brother and younger sister, both of whom I haven’t seen or spoken to in years.” 

My face becomes red. Me and my big mouth. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m an orphan too if that makes you feel any better.” 

He grabs his glass, lifting it. “To the orphans.” 

I touch my glass to his. “To the orphans.” 

[image: image-placeholder]We spend the next few hours eating, drinking wine, and talking. I tell him about my childhood, including the foster homes and New Ridge. He tells me about making the decision to leave his home and starting his own business. Never once does he speak of his family or childhood. 

After chocolate cake for dessert, we make our way to the living room and sit side by side on the small couch. 

Turning on the TV, Lincoln settles in, resting a hand on my upper thigh. “What are you in the mood for?” He flips through the movie channels so fast I don’t have a chance to read what’s playing. “If there’s nothing here, I have Netflix as well. We could Netflix and chill.” 

I shove him playfully. “Hey, what kind of girl do you think I am?” 

He gives me his best innocent look. “What did I say?  I just meant watch a movie and relax.” 

I roll my eyes. “Oh, sure you did.” 

“You wound me.” He rotates around so we face each other. “Gods, you’re beautiful,” he whispers, caressing my cheek. 

“What did you…?” Is all I manage to get out before his lips touch mine. 

The kiss is chaste at first, our lips grazing one another. He runs his hands through my hair, bringing me closer to him. Every touch sends my heart racing. As the kiss deepens, he pulls me in until I’m sitting sideways on his lap. Using his tongue, he coaxes my mouth open, running it over my lips. My body aches in places that haven’t been awakened in months. As his tongue enters my mouth, I moan. 

His grip tightens around me. Shifting in his lap, I move my leg so I’m straddling him. As I nestle back in, he growls. “Alaina.”

Brady’s face flashes through my head and suddenly, I can’t get away from Lincoln fast enough. Nausea burns my throat. I leap off his lap with such haste that he yanks out a few strands of my hair. 

I wince as pain radiates down my skull.

“I’m sorry.” He rises from the couch, eyebrows pinched together. “Are you okay?” 

“Bathroom?” 

“Down the hall, first door on the right.” 

I rush off without a word, Brady’s face lingering in my head. 

Once in the bathroom, I close and lock the door behind me. Standing there, I frown at myself in the mirror. What the hell am I doing? Lincoln is such a good guy and Brady has been MIA for months. I need to move on. It’s clear Brady has no desire to be with me. He’s had months to come find me.

I plaster a fake smile back on my face, pushing away all thoughts of Brady. Giving myself a once over in the mirror, I cringe when I spot a black piece of food wedged between my front teeth. “What the hell?” 

Using my nail, I try to pry it out but it’s no use. I can’t go back out like this. 

I hate to go snooping around in his stuff, but desperate times call for desperate measures. Sliding open the top drawer, I find nothing but a few hair products. 

With the next one, I have more luck. A pack of individual floss is tucked in the back behind an array of bath products. Most look like they have been sitting in the drawer for ages. As I reach in to grab the package, something familiar catches my eye. With trembling hands, I remove the item from its hiding place. Laying it on the counter, my heart drops. I stand there, staring at it, unable to move. The missing piece of his outfit this morning: a warrior’s orb.

“Alaina, everything okay in there?” Lincoln calls out from the other side of the bathroom door. 

“I’ll be right out.” As it is, I’ve been in the bathroom too long staring at his orb, contemplating how I’m going to handle the situation. Gods know what he thinks is going on in here. 

In a span of ten minutes, a dozen emotions have flooded my brain: sadness, betrayal, hurt, anger—to name a few. Six months we’ve been training together. Six months he has seen my orb hanging around my neck and said nothing. Why?  

There’s only one way to find out and it’s not a conversation I’m looking forward to. But I've had enough of being lied to. Grabbing the orb, I unlock the door and step out, grateful Lincoln is not waiting outside. 

When I enter the living room, the sight of him sitting on the couch, bending over, head in hands, extinguishes some of the fire burning deep inside of me. I bet he has no clue what this is all about. He probably thinks it’s about sex; us moving too fast. Gods, I wish it was that simple. 

“We need to talk,” I tell him.

Raising his head, he nods, the skin around his pained eyes bunched. “I’m so sorry, Alaina. I was moving too fast; I see that now.” 

My confidence wavers at the anguish in his voice, but I press on. “That’s not what we need to talk about.” I hold up the orb so he can see it. “Care to explain this?”

His eyes widen as he stands. “You went through my drawers?  Who does that?” 

“I was looking for dental floss, but that’s beside the point. You want to tell me what you’re doing with a warrior’s orb?” 

He opens his mouth, but I stop him before he can say anything. “And don’t you dare lie to me.” 

“I wouldn’t dream of it, your highness.” 

I flinch at his tone but choose to ignore the comment. “So you know who I am?”

He runs his fingers through his hair. “Sorry, that was uncalled for. Warriors have a low tolerance when it comes to insults on their integrity, as I’m sure you’re aware of.” 

My mouth drops. “So you are a warrior? How is that possible?”

“I’m a next generation warrior.”

“What does that mean, next generation warrior?” 

“It means I am in line to be a warrior when one of the current warriors retires or is called up to the Gods.” 

“Kind of hard to do that when you’re hiding out in the human realm, isn’t it?” 

His jaw clenches but he doesn’t respond. Guess I’m not the first person to point that out.

I want to press him for more information, but that will have to wait. “You didn’t answer my question. Do you know who I am?”

Lincoln lowers his head. “Yes. Well, at least I thought I did when you wandered into my studio. I couldn’t believe the Kardia princess was back in the human realm, so I did a little digging. I still have a few people in Nysa that I keep in contact with. You wouldn’t believe how fast word gets around that place.” 

“How did you know?” I snap, unable to control the anger brewing inside of me.

He shrugs. “I put two and two together; the orb, your name, along with the few things I had been told before that.” 

I stare at him. “I can’t believe you knew this whole time. Why didn’t you say anything?”

He runs his fingers through his hair again. “I don’t know. I was going to at first, but for some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to tell you. Weeks turned into months and so much time had passed that I didn’t know how to bring it up so I didn’t. And I didn’t want to answer all the questions.” 

“What questions?” 

“The ones bubbling up in that pretty little head of yours. Questioning me on why I left Nysa. If I’m going to go back and on and on.” 

He isn’t wrong. I would have asked those and many more if he had told me the truth. “You could have told me, trusted me. I may have asked all those questions, but I wouldn’t have judged you. You’re not the only one who turned their back on everyone when things got bad.” 

“Yeah well what’s done is done.” He heads toward the kitchen, terminating the conversation. A few minutes later, he returns with a drink in one hand and a box in the other. 

Handing me the box, he takes a seat back on the couch. “This is for you. I know what you’re up against, whether you return to Nysa or not. It’s why I agreed to train you. The queen is a cruel woman. She will not soon forget the stunt Eric pulled and she won’t care that you knew nothing of it. All she will care about is that you tried to take the crown away from her. That woman loves power above everything else.” 

I take the box from him, touched by the sweet gesture. “I’m still mad at you, you know. And I don’t know how I’m going to be able to forgive you for lying to me all these months.” 

Lincoln sighs. “I’m so sorry, Alaina.” 

“I’m so sick of everyone lying to me.”

Pain splashes across his face. “I hope you can find it in yourself to forgive me.” 

“I need to get going.” I grab my coat off the hook, slipping it on. 

“You don’t have to go. We can talk for a while if you want.” 

I shake my head. “It’s getting late and I’m drained. I think I just need to go home and sleep.” 

“Will I at least see you tomorrow?” 

Saturday training. That’s the last thing I need after tonight’s revelations. “I don’t think so. I need a few days to process everything. I’ll call you this weekend and let you know if I’ll be there on Monday.” 

“Alaina, I understand you’re angry, but don’t let it interfere with your training. You are being hunted by some terrible people and they won’t stop until you’ve been executed.”

“I’m well aware of the dangers, but I also need to be able to trust the people around me. And right now, I don’t know if I can trust you.

“I swear on my life you can.”

“Just give me time. Okay?” Without waiting for a response, I close the door behind me and head home.  








Chapter Three


Alaina 





“Gina,” I shout across the apartment. “Have you seen my uniform? 

“Dude, I have it right here,” she calls back. “Yesterday was laundry day, duh! Olga must have thought it was mine again.” 

I should have guessed. Our housekeeper Olga was always mixing up our clothes. When she first started, I tried to tell her I was capable of doing my own laundry. And making my bed and washing my dishes, but she ignored me. It was her job and Ms. Gina wouldn’t allow it. After weeks of auguring, I gave up when I caught her remaking my bed and reloading the dishwasher. 

I take my time walking to Gina’s room, in no hurry to go to work. My fight with Lincoln still weighs heavy on my mind. 

“Hey!” Gina smiles from her vanity as she continues to curl her long blond hair. “Why aren’t you all sweaty and stuff? Didn’t you have your private lessons with the hot trainer this morning?”

“No, I canceled.” I grab my uniform off the dresser and flee, not in the mood to elaborate.

It doesn’t work. She follows me. “What? You never cancel. Even that week you had the flu you dragged your ass out of bed and went.” I didn’t have the flu. Nysians don’t get sick like humans; our immune system is far more advanced. But Gina had the flu the week before and questions started coming up about how I never got sick. I faked the flu to get her off my back. 

“No big deal. I didn’t feel like going this morning.” 

“Uh oh. Did your date with him not go well? Was he a bad cook? Was he a bad kisser? Did you sleep with him?” she squeals, bouncing around like a toddler on a sugar high. 

“The date went fine. He was a good cook and a good kisser. And no, I didn’t sleep with him. Who do you think I am, you?” 

“Then what the hell happened?” Gina demands.

“Nothing happened. I took the weekend off. That’s it. I’m going back on Monday.” Which is the truth. Lincoln was right, I have to put aside my anger and continue training. My life is at stake. But, I’m not going to tell him yet. No, I’ll wait until late Sunday night to call and give him the news. Let him sweat it out a bit.

“Fine don’t tell,” she huffs through clenched teeth. “Like you don’t tell me anything else. I’m not stupid, you know. I can tell something is going on. You’ve been different since your disappearance. And don’t tell me it was because of the trauma you endured while kidnapped. There’s more to it.”

“Everything’s fine, Gina.” It’s getting harder and harder lying to her. The secrets I’m keeping have taken a toll on our friendship—on all of my friendships for that matter—but I know it’s the right thing to do. If she were to find out the truth about where I was, her life could be in danger and I’m not willing to risk it. 
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