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To my siblings in memory of all the vacations full of laughter, games and togetherness.
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Chapter 1
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It was mesmerizing.

After spending two exhausting days traveling because a magically enhanced sling plane was out of her price range, Addison Grimaldi was finally standing on a crushed stone pathway high above the beach, staring at her first sight of the ocean.

Shades of blue ranging from aquamarine to deepest cobalt glittered like diamonds under the golden light of the sun as waves rhythmically rolled forward to crash upon the white sand before sliding back out again with a swirl of foam. Boats of all kinds cut through the water or bobbed gently against weathered, wooden docks while the beach was littered with crowds of people splashing in the waves or lounging in canvas chairs under gaily striped umbrellas.

“Breathe, Addison, breathe.”

A smile lifted the corners of her mouth at her cousin’s teasing words but she never took her bottle-green eyes off the view she’d dreamed of her entire life.

“I am breathing. I’m soaking in the sea air as we speak. The challenge is going to be moving from this spot” she replied with a laugh, her hands resting lightly on the smooth iron railing edging the walking path. Bushes blooming with yellow flowers pressed up against the fence, peeking through and providing a cheerful border to the sight of the ocean stretching out from the bay bordering Rumovia and Dalinore.

Indre nodded in agreement from where she stood on Addison’s left, her face filled with the same wonder as her cousin’s.

“It is breathtaking. And enormous. It just seems to go on forever, doesn’t it? It’s so different from the lakes at home.”

“I can’t believe we’re really here” she admitted as the ocean breeze caught her shoulder-length mahogany hair and tossed it gently behind her.

As a Caethyrian, she’d grown up around fresh water, her Domina spreading across a wide territory with several lakes and rivers running through it, and while she loved it, something about the ocean had always fascinated her. Living in the very center of Calladoneia, trips to the shore just hadn’t been in the cards, though she’d asked for a trip almost every birthday.

Her parents had tried to appease her by painting her bedroom with an ocean mural and buying her gifts with an aquatic theme but it just wasn’t the same so she’d made a vow as a young girl that someday she would earn enough to make a trip to the seaside and walk into the ocean.

And finally, that day was here.

Dragging in a deep breath of salty air, she closed her eyes briefly to listen to the sound of the waves, a smile she couldn’t dim lighting her features. A whisper of motion on her right caught her attention and she glanced over as her other cousin, Monroe, strode up and stopped next to her, his attention fixed on his phone.

“I found where our boat’s docked,” he announced, brushing a lock of black hair back and looking at the two of them with a pair of almond-shaped dark eyes, “ready to get this show on the road?”

They nodded reluctantly and Addison hiked up the strap of her shoulder bag while bending to grasp the handle of her blue-flowered suitcase. Her cousins grabbed their bags and began walking in the direction Monroe indicated while she took one last anticipatory look over her shoulder at the glistening water, biting down on a smile she couldn’t contain.

“Did you ask about the Alma May?” she questioned and beside her, Indre huffed with a laugh, her sleek, chin-length hair swinging gently.

“You do remember we’re on vacation, right? You got me here with promises of lounging on soft sand beaches, lazy boat trips, and swimming in warm ocean waters. I didn’t come all this way to spend it all cooped up somewhere looking for the possible resting place of a lost ship.”

“I know, I know. And we will do all those relaxing things, I promise...in addition to finding the Alma May” Addison added with a twist of her lips and Indre rolled her eyes with an affectionate huff.

“You’re hopeless. I don’t know what it is that has you entranced by some old ship that sank into the sea years ago. If I didn’t know better I’d say you were under a spell” she teased and Addison grinned with a shrug.

“It’s the history professor in me, I guess. I’ve just loved the stories about the crew and all their exploits since I first read about them” she admitted and Monroe shot her a look from over his shoulder as he turned toward a long dock.

“I’m with Indre. I will happily help you look for the shipwreck as long as I have equal time to actually vacation.”

Addison wrinkled her nose at them as they moved down the long, weathered dock, the wheels of their suitcases clicking rhythmically. “You know, this trip was my idea and you two just invited yourselves along, if I remember correctly” she pointed out drily and Indre grinned, bumping her companionably on the shoulder.

“You wouldn’t have had any fun without us. I just couldn’t bear the thought of you pining for the ocean all your life only to spend all your time staring at current charts and hanging out in dusty libraries.”

“Right. You’re coming along is simply an altruistic action on your part” she responded wryly and they shot her identical, mischievous looks.

“Of course. I would much rather be home working in an office than forcing myself to do water sports” Monroe joked, sending an admiring glance to a woman in a sundress lounging on a small speedboat before nodding up ahead with his chin, “that’s it at the end of the dock.”

Tingles of anticipation swept through her as she caught sight of the ship they’d booked passage on for the next two weeks. She’d spent months researching different cruising options before settling on the antique schooner run by a small but reputable tourist company with a reputation for excellent service and creative itineraries.

The Windrunner was an elegant boat with highly polished dark woods and brass accents, along with a gourmet chef and a history of racing wins so the time spent traveling between islands would be less than a slower vessel. Addison had been enchanted by the vintage look of the boat as well as its history and, after saving for years to take this trip, had enthusiastically decided to go first cabin.

A light breeze swirled through the harbor, sending her skirts dancing around her legs and the sails snapping wildly. Pulling in a breath of salty air, an uncontrollable smile lit her face as they stopped at the edge of the dock and waited for one of the busy crew moving efficiently around the deck to notice them.

A petite woman with dark, tightly spiraling curls pulled into a high, bouncy ponytail and creamy dusky skin strode sure-footed down the gangplank with a friendly smile and an outstretched hand.

“Addison Grimaldi, Monroe and Indre Satou?” she guessed and Addison nodded as the other woman shook hands with all three of them, “Perfect! I’m Drea Waters, first officer of the Windrunner. Welcome aboard. We’re just about all set to sail so if you’ll just follow me, I’ll get you settled before we depart.”

“We’ve had a slight change in the crew. Our captain’s wife went into labor early so his cousin will be running this cruise. He’s very knowledgeable and a lot of fun so I think you’ll enjoy the change” Drea predicted with a smile tossed over her shoulder before tilting her head up to motion toward the dark-haired man sliding sure-footed down the mast with a confident air.

Addison froze abruptly when she caught sight of him, causing Indre to bump into her from behind.

“Ad?”

The man jumped the last few feet, landing lightly on the deck. Straightening, he immediately zeroed in on her, and a wide, boyishly charming smile spread across his face.

“Hello, Addison.”
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Addison stared, dumbfounded, into the beautiful face of a man with such infectious charm it made her heart thump and anticipation skip through her soul despite knowing there was no future for them.

Which she’d informed him of back home just a few weeks previously.

“Alexander. What are you doing here?”

One side of his lips tilted up in a half-smile, making her heart trip and butterflies erupt in her belly before he answered.

“My cousin asked if I’d fill in last minute for him” he explained and her eyes narrowed.

“Really. He just ‘happened’ to call you?” she stated skeptically and he swept his arms wide while shrugging.

“He did.”

Eyes narrowing further as she studied his overly innocent expression, she shook her head. “Huh. I don’t know if I believe you.”

Pressing a hand against his chest, he adopted a wounded expression. “I’m hurt, Addison, that you would think I’m doing something underhanded here when in truth, I’m being very altruistic. My cousin called and I answered.”

“Uh-huh,” she answered drily as she caught the twinkle in his stunning aqua eyes.

Indre and Monroe edged forward, their gazes bouncing back and forth between the two of them with avid interest.

“Uh, Addison? What’s...going on? Do you know the captain?” Indre asked with an overly bright look, her eyes wide in silent inquiry.

Addison opened her mouth to answer and then hesitated, glancing back at the far-too-handsome man watching her with open enjoyment. When one dark eyebrow winged up, she knew she was on her own in terms of explanations.

“I do know him. Though he’s not a ‘captain’, as far as I know. He’s a Blackstar Guardian” she announced and both her cousins’ eyes went wide before swinging to his right hand.

Obligingly, he held it up, displaying the distinctive frosted glass ring embossed with a black sword that all Guardians wore. Affixed to their finger with a very powerful Creators spell, the ring was a symbol of who they were and a sign to those around them that they were to be trusted and would act with honor. The spell also prevented anyone not a Guardian from reproducing a similar ring or impersonating them.

“When did you two meet?” Monroe demanded, almond eyes narrowing slightly with curiosity and Addison silently debated what to say before deciding to just give the bare bones and save the details for later when they were alone and she was facing their grilling.

“He came to the college to do some research a few months ago and I helped him.”

“And I’ve been trying to wheedle my way into her good graces ever since,” Alexander piped up while sending an amused look at her cousins, “but she’s a tough nut to crack. I’m Alexander Marinius, by the way.”

Addison sighed before waving a hand between the man she still wasn’t sure what to do with and her cousins. “My cousins, Monroe and Indre Satou. Monroe and Indre, Alexander.”

There were murmurs of greetings, both of her cousins bouncing between the two of them with speculative expressions as Drea cleared her throat loudly.

“Well,” she interrupted, an overly bright smile stretched stiffly across her face while she sent a quelling look Alexander’s way, “why don’t I show you to your quarters now? You can catch up with Alexander at dinner. I’m sure he has a lot to do as we get underway.”

Catching her not-so-veiled hint with a twitch of his lips, he inclined his head agreeably and cast one last lingering look Addison’s way before he walked off with the loose confident stride of a man sure in who he was and what he wanted.

Unfortunately, what he wanted...was her, she silently acknowledged with a sigh.

“You’ll have to forgive Alexander,” Drea apologized with a tilt of her head to get them all walking, “he’s a good soul and really is a lot of fun...but his family nickname is ‘trouble’ so make of that what you will.”

Addison stifled the snort that instinctively arose, not surprised by the nickname at all. She’d recognized the mischievous glint in his eye the first moment they’d met and knew he was going to cause her problems.

As well as upend her life in ways she hadn’t imagined, she admitted with a glance back over her shoulder toward the direction he’d walked.


*   *   *
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ALEXANDER STRODE DOWN the deck, his senses automatically spreading out to find each of the crewmembers as they readied to leave and scanning the area for threats while his thoughts centered on the woman making her way to her cabin.

To say he’d been gobsmacked after stepping through her office door and getting his first sight of her would be an understatement. An associate had given him her name as a possible source of help in an assignment he’d been working on so he’d made his way to the small college campus, halfway expecting a slightly stuffy professor wearing tweed who would scowl at him for interrupting her day before begrudgingly giving him the answers he needed.

Instead, he’d found his Seraphin.

The moment his gaze had settled on hers, his soul had reacted strongly in a way that made it clear the beautiful, dark-haired woman standing behind her desk in a knee-length dress and soft cardigan held a piece of his soul within her. Her eyes had widened-a telling reaction to what her own soul was testifying to her-and for the first time in his life, he’d found himself momentarily speechless.

After five thousand years of life, he’d watched as countless others-family, fellow Blackstar Guardians-had found and been Bound to their Seraphins. Each couple’s experience and story were different, but there had always been a unifying strain running through all of them.

Their soul recognized and reached toward each other, beginning the first stage in cementing the Seraphin bond. From that first moment, most couples had simply allowed the relationship to progress naturally with a deep-seated faith and happiness that the Creators knew what they were doing when pairing them together and Alexander had always felt things would follow the same path when he finally met his.

Only Addison had determinedly backed away from the Seraphin bond almost from the first moment they met and it was as frustrating and bewildering now as it had been then.

First, she’d insisted she was in a relationship with a man who even he had to admit seemed pleasant...just...bland. But he could see after barely knowing her a day that they were going nowhere. Addison’s eyes didn’t light up like they did when he walked into the room, nor did a soft smile unconsciously curve her lips whenever she talked about the other man.

So, he’d set out on a determined courtship, using all his skills as a Guardian to find out everything he could about her and then plied her with her favorite things, pouring on the charm that had always succeeded in getting him what he wanted.

And she’d responded by laughing at his teasing, inhaling deeply the flowers he bestowed upon her with a flourish, and offering him pieces of the treats he brought in the afternoons...while repeatedly refusing each time he asked her out on a date, for a cup of taesa, for a walk around the lake-for anything he attempted.

Then, when she’d finally broken it off with the bland boyfriend, he’d breathed a sigh of relief, sure the impediment keeping her from him was gone. So he’d decided to openly acknowledge his belief that they were Seraphins the next time they were sitting on a park bench while enjoying sugared donuts and caefa and had casually worked into the conversation the certainty that they were meant to be together. Not pushing at all.

Only to watch her hightail out of there so fast it made his head spin, pack her bags, and leave for a trip to the coast as soon as humanly possible.

Which left him in a place he’d never been before.

Completely flummoxed with no idea where to go from there.

Women liked him. All women liked him. And he liked women. He was no bounder by any stretch of the imagination-his mother had taught him better than that- but he’d turned the charm on to secure dates with countless women over the years with remarkable success. He knew they found him attractive, appreciated his sense of humor and the charm that came so easily, and he, in turn, truly enjoyed getting to know them all.

So why was the one woman who truly mattered so determined to run from him and the future they could have as fast as she possibly could?

It made no sense at all.

But he was nothing if not tenacious and pigheaded (his siblings’ description of him, not his) and he had no intention of ever giving up on his Seraphin. He would find out what put the hint of fear and regretful denial in her expression and he would fix it so they could have the future the Creators envisioned for them.

So, when his cousin had called him out of the blue and asked if he could fill in last minute for a cruise Addison just happened to have booked...well, it seemed serendipitous and he’d jumped on it.

True, she hadn’t seemed all that thrilled to see him but he’d spent the last week planning all sorts of ways he could woo and win her while introducing her to the oceans that had fascinated her since childhood. He’d use every skill he’d picked up at his father’s court and his years as a Blackstar Guardian to break through the walls she’d erected between them until every hint of unease and denial was erased from her face.

His phone buzzed in his pocket and he slipped it out, pressing the magic-enhanced water screen to activate it when he saw who it was. The water rippled under his thumb before it cleared, revealing two fellow Guardians, Declan and Aiden, grinning through the screen. The mischief shining in their eyes let him know they were up to no good and he lifted one dark eyebrow in question.

“Hey there, Alex. How goes the Seraphin hunt?” Declan inquired and Alexander had a sudden regret that he was so good at disseminating information. Normally, he reveled in his ability to ferret out any and all news before sending it out to everybody he knew but this time, he wished he’d held out until Addison had actually accepted him as her Seraphin before shouting it out to...everyone.

“Progressing” he answered shortly just as Aiden raised a plate holding a cake slice with seven thin layers colored white, brown, and red. Immediately, Alexander zeroed in on the dessert, his eyes narrowing while demanding “What is that?”

Their grins grew even wider as Declan held up his own piece. “Aisley made chocolate strawberry opera cake. It’s...too good to even describe.”

“This is our second piece each. Sadly, these are the last two” Aiden added with a smirk, not looking sorry at all as he forked off a piece and took a bite with open relish.

“I will make you regret this” Alexander promised direly but neither seemed too bothered by his threat, “neither of you saved me a piece? What happened to eternal brotherhood and friends that always have your back?”

“It flies out the window when cake is involved.”

“Especially Aisley’s cake. Man, she really outdid herself this time. Seven layers of chocolate, vanilla, and strawberry cake with filling and topped with chocolate ganache. There are no words.”

“Did you really just call to gloat?” Alexander snapped and Declan swallowed before shaking his head.

“Not entirely. That was just a side benefit. I actually wanted to double-check something with you. Last week you mentioned Nazir Allen was last seen in Chapping Wood, right?” he asked and Alexander shook his head.

“Andienne in Esloria.”

The amusement faded from their faces, the plates of cake lowering as they exchanged darkening looks.

“You sure?” Aiden asked, suddenly serious and Alexander nodded.

“My source is good.”

Declan swore. “Thanks, Alex. We have to go.”

The screen went dark and Alexander pondered it for a heartbeat before searching for another number. A moment later a pretty woman with long blond hair was eyeing him with a longsuffering, but affectionate, gaze.

“I will make you a cake the next time you’re back at Maerwyth, Alexander” she promised in greeting, giving the enormous bowl perched on her hip a stir with a wooden spoon and he flashed a brilliant smile.

“You are my very favorite Aisley” he declared before pursing his lips, “Will you make a whole one just for me?” he asked hopefully, “I had to endure cruel teasing while they ate it in front of me.”

She laughed, rolling her eyes just as her image suddenly disappeared and was replaced by a man with narrowed sage green eyes and power was so strong Alexander could feel it buzzing through the phone.

“Don’t push it, Alexander. Be grateful she’s willing to give you anything at all.”

“You just want it all for yourself” Alexander countered with a knowing look and a sudden grin when Cadrian didn’t deny it. She could hear Aisley’s laughter off-screen as well as her teasing comment.

“He’s got you there.”

“She’s my wife. If she wants to share with me whatever she’s made in the kitchen, I will gladly eat it to support her” he intoned magnanimously, sending Aisley into another round of giggles.

“That’s so generous of you” Alexander muttered and Cadrian grinned, dipping a finger in the bowl and licking his finger.

“Isn’t it, though? You should bring that upstairs” he murmured to Aisley with a suggestive wiggle of eyebrows and tried to dip his finger in again but she slapped at his hand and moved away.

“This is for Saxon’s birthday celebration! Stop trying to sneak samples,” she chided before dipping her head to be seen on screen, “I’ll make you a cake next time you’re here. And I’m sure you’ll remind me if I don’t” she added drily before disappearing.

Cadrian watched her go, adoration blatantly open on his face before turning back to Alexander. “Figured out how to convince your Seraphin she shouldn’t keep running away from you yet?”

“I’m working on it. I have to admit the whole thing’s thrown me for a loop,” he confessed to the man who was not only his boss but had become a friend and mentor over the years.

“It’s hard work, not being able to charm your way into getting what you want, isn’t it?” Cadrian remarked with a twitch of his lips and Alexander shot him a dark look.

“She’ll come around. It’s just...taking longer than anticipated. Luckily, my cousin called and asked me to fill in as captain of a cruise that just happened to be the one Addison booked” he informed him with satisfaction, “which gives me several weeks with her trapped by my side.”

“That was lucky, wasn’t it?” Cadrian drawled and Alexander paused before narrowing his eyes as comprehension flooded through him.

“You arranged it” he stated and Cadrian shrugged.

“I might have suggested you as a replacement to your aunt when she was worrying about her son not being there for the birth” he responded blandly, a hint of amusement glinting in his star-filled eyes.

Alexander opened his mouth to make a snarky comment but stopped and sent a grudgingly grateful look instead.

“You’re an old busybody but...thank you.”

A ghost of a smile crossed Cadrian’s face. “You’re welcome. Now go and find a way to convince your Seraphin that life with you is better than without you. Don’t mess it up.”

With those warning words, he cut the connection and the screen went blank. Alexander huffed a slight laugh while tapping his phone against his chin.

“I don’t intend to.”
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Drea showed the three cousins to three richly decorated staterooms with outer doors to the deck and advised them to relax before dinner as the ship got underway before striding off with a sure-footed gait to her other duties.

Addison’s room had an elegant, old-world feel with warm, highly polished wood on the walls, brass accents, paintings of tropical islands, and a pale green color scheme that reminded her of seaglass found on the pebbled shores of her favorite lake back home. The room was open but divided into a small sitting area with a couch and coffee table in the front and a bedroom area in the back while large paned windows let in streams of golden light and provided an expansive view of the ocean outside.

It was perfect.

Setting her suitcase on the queen-sized bed intending to transfer her clothing to the built-in dresser and closet, she wasn’t at all surprised when the door opened abruptly and her cousins tumbled in. Indre reclined on the damask bedspread while Monroe threw himself on the green-patterned couch and crossed his ankles on the coffee table.

“Spill it” Indre commanded and Addison sighed while carrying a stack of shirts over and placing them in the top drawer.

“I told you we met a few months ago when he came to do some research,” she repeated and Monroe rolled his hand expectantly.

“And? That little exchange was more than two acquaintances meeting again.”

“He expressed an interest in taking me out but I was seeing Barton at the time,” she started, pausing when the other two made faces, “I don’t know why you both act like that! Barton was a perfectly nice man.”
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