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Chapter One

 

Kerainne

Present

 

I remember the first time I died. The shock of the cold water, the unrelenting force of the wave as it forced me under, the burning pressure of salty liquid pouring into my lungs, the crushing weight and starburst of pain in my chest, followed by a drowsy weightlessness. Then soothing warmth and darkness wrapping around me, cocooning me in blissful oblivion.

The next thing I saw was his face.

I never wished to see that face again, though my dreams taunted me with him every night. 

But on the day my daughter and her small army returned from a skirmish against Mephistopheles in Kinsen, she brought an unwelcome guest. I should have expected such, as I’d only been reunited with my sister mere weeks ago. He was bound to find out. Bound to come after her.

Yet I’d only been thinking of my joyous relief that my daughter and her king had won the battle and were coming home. I’d rushed from my rooms in the King’s tower, eager to embrace my loved ones, only to freeze and nearly tumble down the stairs when I saw him standing with them.

The former love of my life.

My true-bonded mate.

My former betrothed.

The man who spurned me.

The man who broke my heart.

The man betrothed to my sister.

Lucian Jagwolfe.

Fates damn him, he still looked like a god from Earthfolk mythology. Though he wasn’t as tall as King Zareth or Delgarias, he’d tower over any other luminite. His golden hair, darker than mine, tumbled down nearly to his waist and glinted from the lamplights like treasure. His eyes, no longer the cerulean they turned when he was happy, were a cold cobalt blue. Much as I was always a summer creature, he’d taught me the beauty of winter.

The chill of those eyes flicked over to me, and I nearly tumbled again before Xochitl and Nikkita rushed to my sides and steadied me.

My voice came out in a weak whisper. “Lucian.”

“Princess Kerainne.” His voice was icy as he bowed.

I couldn’t look weak in front of him. Never again. I straightened my spine and shrugged off my sister’s and daughter’s grips on my shoulders. “Queen Kerainne now.”

He had the gall to laugh at me. “Queen of what? A giant abyss?”

Now I shook from rage instead of heartbreak. Rage was much better. “We the people of Aisthanesthai and our allies will defeat Mephistopheles and take back what is ours. In the meantime, I claim my rightful title and seat on the Conclave. You never answered my question. What are you doing here?”

“Following orders.” Lucian paused, then added, “To a point. I did as our matriarchs commanded and came here to find my betrothed, but since I hope just as much as you and Nik to get out of the arrangement, I’m going to take a vacation from the dull monotony of Luminista.”

Nik spoke beside me, her tone more civil than I would have liked. “Is it true that they broke your betrothal to my sister because she gave birth to Xochitl? That’s what Grandmother told me before I escaped her clutches.”

I wanted to throttle her. Did she have to speak of this here? And now? Couldn’t I have a moment to brace myself? But my little sister had always been impatient.

“It is.” Lucian suddenly looked at my daughter. Unbelievably, his cheeks flushed red. “No offense, Highness. My family has certain standards on who is permitted to join with our clan.”

My mouth twisted in scorn. There he was, blaming his family again. The family that pressured me for centuries to marry him. But when it came to my daughter, he’d had plenty to say for himself, not for them.

Nik seemed to ignore the insult and continued calmly. “Is the Jagwolfes’ declaration of my sister’s unworthiness because my niece is a half-breed, or is it because she’s the daughter of the Evil One?”

Xochitl spoke up, voice rife with hurt and anger. “They called me an abomination up there.”

I put my arm around my daughter’s shoulders, and shushed my sister like when she was a child. “Nikkita, that’s enough. We don’t need to press the issue.”

“Oh, but we do.” Nik’s burning copper eyes suddenly belied her cool facade. “Because the answer could help us get out of this betrothal.”

Lucian’s insolence vanished just as quickly. For a moment, I saw a flash of the man I used to know. “I think it could very well be both. The half and quarter luminites aren’t always well-regarded by the heads of the older families. But the official stance is that Kerainne is an unworthy match because she willfully birthed the offspring of Mephistopheles.”

He couldn’t even look at me as he said those words. But beneath that blaze of anger came another. He’d had twenty-five years to break the betrothal if he’d wanted to. Hell, he could have refused to become engaged to my sister in the first place. So if he wasn’t here to try to force Nikkita to marry him, what the fuck was he doing here?

Oblivious to my agony and suspicions, my sister continued speaking to Lucian. “I have something important to tell you that could make me unworthy as well. But I need to shower and clean up all this blood and dirt. Then we all need drinks. Let Zareth show you to your room. We’ll meet in the kitchen in an hour. Xochitl, you come too. And Sylvis, I think you also should join us.”

I thanked the fates for a reprieve from this painful, awkward situation and fled to my rooms. Instead of going to shower immediately, Nik intercepted me in our now shared suite.

“I’m sorry no one had time to warn you,” she told me. “I know seeing him has to be difficult. And I made it worse.”

“Difficult?” I chuckled bitterly. “It’s impossible!” I took a deep breath and tried to focus on the positives. “At least you telling him about yours and Del’s daughter will definitely end the betrothal. I understand why you brought up the end of mine. It was a clever setup.”

Nik shrugged and continued to look at me with pitying eyes. “I know, but I didn’t like hurting you with reminders of what he and his snobby family did to you. What our own family did.”

I couldn’t take anymore. Not her pity, not my ex-fiancé being under the same roof as me, not any of it. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to skip the meeting. I need some time alone. I need to think. To…I don’t know.”

“Of course.” Nik moved to embrace me, then stepped back, looking down at her hard leather armor, encrusted with dirt and dried blood. “And I’m sure we can get rid of him quickly.”

Unfortunately, I had a feeling that she was wrong.

After Nik left to shower, I was tempted to collapse on the lush bed King Zareth had provided me as befitting my rank as not only Queen of Medicia, but also Queen Mother of all of Aisthanesthai. But I knew sleep would be impossible. So I went down to the library and grabbed a gothic novel I’d been reading, Midnight Rooms by Donyae Coles.

Unfortunately, I was unable to concentrate on the words on the pages as memories of the past pelted me.

[image: Image]

Kerainne

Past

 

My mother had gone into her second Yearning. A rare thing, especially merely a hundred years after birthing a child. Thankfully, I’d gotten sufficient forewarning and was able to escape the castle and the surrounding village before Mother’s yearning could trigger one in me. I’d already had my first one twenty-seven years ago. It was agonizing. Not ready to be that intimate with anyone, I flew to a cave and spent the next eight hours writhing in agony. There was only so much I could do to ease myself. 

The Yearning is a frenzy that overcomes female luminites, making them desperate to mate, not too dissimilar to that of many species of mammal. It’s usually the only time when they’re fertile, though even that has exceptions.

This time, I’d thought the best idea to cool off the residual heat from Mother’s Yearning was to take a swim in the sea. Unfortunately, I swam out too far and was dragged out by the undertow. 

Many books romanticize drowning, claiming it’s a peaceful way to go. It wasn’t for me. Even after twenty-five hundred years, I won’t forget it. The sting of saltwater in my eyes, the crushing weight of the waves, the suction of the current, the burning lungs. Most of all, I hated the way my vision went black. I always hate that part. When all color is drained from the world.

And sure, the peaceful warm-feeling came as I lost consciousness and my soul left my body, but it’s not worth the cost, no matter what the poets say.

After I died and awoke in Luminista the first time, I was at first blinded by the bright white light of the welcome chamber where luminites transcend back home and reform their bodies. Until now, I’d only seen paintings of these rooms and didn’t expect them to be so bright. They really should tone down the lighting and use a darker marble. Maybe set down some soft carpeting too.

When my vision returned to focus, I saw the face of the most beautiful man leaning over me. I don’t know how long I lay there on the cool marble, studying the sharp planes and angles of his cheeks and jawline, the sensuous curvature of his lips. And his eyes…Fates, I could drown in those cerulean depths.

“Welcome, Kerainne Leonine, Princess of Medicia.” His voice was warm and musical as he offered his hand.

When my palm slipped into his and he pulled me to my feet, I was again enthralled by his muscled form, those toned forearms, that golden chest partly revealed by the cut of his silvery silk robes. As heat spiraled through my lower body, I worried that the Yearning had caught me after all and that I would leap on this gorgeous stranger with wanton abandon.

And then I became aware of my nakedness and the heat coursing through my body morphed into burning embarrassment.

The unfairly handsome luminite man chuckled and handed me a green silk robe. “I’d forgotten how you Medici luminites are so sensitive about nudity.”

Part of me was relieved at his blasé reaction to my naked body. Another part hoped he’d liked what he saw. Once dressed, I recovered my voice. “And you are?”

“Lucian, Prince of the Jagwolfe clan.” He bowed. “My mother, Lucinda Jagwolfe, has been eager to meet you, Princess. So has your grandmother, Silvara Leonine, but I got here first.”

I bowed as trained by my parents and tried not to gape dumbfounded at his beauty. “It is an honor to finally make your acquaintance, Prince Jagwolfe. Your clan is among Medicia’s most valued allies, though it has been some time since any Jagwolfe has visited our lands.”

Lucian chuckled. “Yes, I believe the last time we went down to Medicia was over a century and a half ago. I was just a baby, so I don’t remember anything about the visit. Perhaps I may be the one to accompany you on your return?”

I quickly did that math. That would make Lucian fifty years older than me. Although luminites stop physically aging between twenty-five and thirty years old, I never cared for the idea of developing romantic feelings for a luminite who would have centuries of experience and knowledge over me. But a few decades didn’t matter. I chased away such speculations and addressed the immediate matter. My first time in Luminista and the opportunity to meet more Leonine kin as well as members of allied clans. 

To give myself time to decide whether to meet the Jagwolfe matriarch or my grandmother first, I answered his first question. “I’d be happy to have you escort me home, but I’d like to wait at least two days. My mother is going through another Yearning and I’d prefer not to catch it.”

“So soon?” Lucian blinked in astonishment, then quickly composed himself. “Then it is indeed best you remain here longer. I’d be happy to give you a tour. And shall you allow me to introduce you to my mother before I take you to Queen Silvara?”

I gave him a knowing smirk. “Yes. We can give your mother the satisfaction of seeing me first. But how did you know I was coming?”

“We have observatory spheres all over the place. We watch the goings-on in Earth, Aisthanesthai, and can even sometimes catch glimpses of the demon realm, Irkalla.”

I gasped, unable to hide my outrage. “You spy on us?”

“Not into your homes and other private quarters, but yes. And when a luminite away from Luminista is dying, we have alert systems to let us know and divert them to a welcome hall nearest to their clan so they may be welcomed by family.” Lucian gave me a devilish wink. “I happened to be watching Medicia when the alert went off and my mother sent me here to welcome you.”

He opened the door of the welcoming hall and we stepped out into a verdant meadow full of lilac trees, all in bloom even though it was Autumn back home and our lilacs had fallen dormant. I inhaled the intoxicating scent and closed my eyes in pure bliss. “Lilacs are my favorite.”

“Queen Silvara appreciates them as well. That’s why this grove is always in bloom.”

I opened my eyes and returned Lucian’s smile. Part of me was enchanted with the notion of everblooming lilacs, the other part wondered if that would ruin their specialness. For they only bloomed for two turns of the silver moon in Aisthanesthai, and on Earth, a mere handful of weeks.

Lucian released his wings. The feathers were ivory trimmed in dark gold. “Fly with me?”

I let out mine, noting his look of appreciation at the pearlescent feathers limned in a lighter gold. We flew over the meadow, past a village of houses, a forest, and then around a mist-topped mountain. So far, Luminista seemed to be like Medicia, only in perpetual spring.

The Jagwolfe clan’s village was a little cooler than the area we’d left. The homes, from the grandest palaces to the coziest cottages were all built of stone of various dark hues, with slate roofs. We landed in front of a palace crafted from dark granite with silver veins. The steps were black marble.

Lucian saw me shiver and materialized a thick velvet cloak. He settled it over my shoulders and my breath hitched at his touch.

As we walked up the steps, the large oaken doors—each with a carving of a leaping wolf—opened and a servant came out.

“Welcome home, Prince Lucian and honored guest.”

Lucian addressed the man in a friendly tone. “Tell my mother that I’ve brought Princess Kerainne Leonine of Medicia to meet her. And have tea and refreshments brought to the parlor.”

I followed Lucian through the doors, past the grand foyer with its black marble floors and giant silver wolf statues, across a grand receiving room with polished hardwood floors and silver mirrors, chandeliers and wall sconces, and through a lushly carpeted hallway full of paintings of the great members of Jagwolfe clan, wolves, landscapes, and dragons. The parlor was much more cohesive in its décor. The carpet was a dark plush blue, the walls painted a pleasing grayish blue, covered with wolf paintings, and had the same silver sconces, mirrors, and chandeliers as the receiving room. A curio cabinet set at one corner, full of delightful animal figurines I longed to inspect, and the great fireplace by the table made me whisper a prayer of thanks to the fates. It was much warmer and more comfortable in here.

They sat at a dark wood table, and before I could say a word, two more servants bustled in with trays holding a teapot, cups, and all the requisite additions, and the other piled high with cakes, sandwiches, and fruits.

A stunningly beautiful woman drifted into the room. Her dark blue velvet gown embroidered with silver thread and trimmed in silvery lace, made me shift self-consciously in my bland robe and attempt to settle my hair that was wild from flying here. The woman’s long curls that were so pale, they looked almost white, were immaculately piled onto her head, with little tendrils caressing her face and shoulders like vines of ivy. Her eyes were the same stunning cerulean blue as Lucian’s, but they were much colder, and raked over me if judging my every attribute.

“Princess Kerainne Leonine,” the woman said in a stern voice that was more appraising than friendly. “I am Princess Lucinda Jagwolfe. I’ve long wished to meet you.”

I rose from my seat, inwardly cursing myself for not doing so sooner, and curtsied. “Princess Lucinda, I am honored to make your acquaintance. You have a beautiful home.”

“Thank you.” Lucinda sat and gestured for Lucian and me to join her. “In Luminista, we are much more capable of creating our palaces to match our vision.”

Unlike Medicia, her tone seemed to say.

I wondered why this woman wanted to meet me so badly when she appeared to scorn me. I’ll admit that I was spoiled and sheltered and used to only being greeted with adoration from all who knew me and kindness from those I’d just met.

I started to ask her what she’d expected of my presence when another luminite appeared in the parlor, eschewing knocking at the door, something I’d been scolded for in my early youth.

But instead of being outraged, Princess Lucinda rose from her seat and bowed low. “Queen Lucretia.”

The Jagwolfe matriarch! I hid a gasp as I scrambled out of my seat to also bow, though not as low as Lucinda had to her aunt. My parents taught me that as a Leonine, low bows were only for the royals of my clan.

Queen Lucretia gave me a knowing smirk and the slightest of nods before taking her seat and seizing the teapot. She didn’t wait for a servant to bring a fourth cup to the table and instead materialized her own. Looking at the elaborate cup with its embossed wolf head and Jagwolfe crest, I wondered if she’d summoned it from somewhere, or was able to form it from her magic.

Ignoring her family, Lucretia sipped her tea and inspected me more thoroughly than Lucinda had. “You are as beautiful as the singers claim, and your power seems to be on a great trajectory for your young age.”

“Thank you, Highness.” I sat with the others. “The histories and songs don’t do justice to your power and beauty.”

“So polite, too.” Lucretia smiled and patted my hand while Lucinda and Lucian looked on with approval. “Perhaps you will indeed be the perfect choice for the Jagwolfe-Leonine alliance I desire. Our clans combined could result in the most beautiful, powerful offspring.”

This time, I couldn’t conceal my gasp. These people I’d only just met spoke of me like a prized dragon they wanted to breed. Unable to help myself, my eyes darted toward Lucian. His face and ears were crimson as he coughed awkwardly and stared into his tea.

Part of me was relieved that he was just as uncomfortable with this discussion as I was, while the other part worried that meant he didn’t like me.

“I’m not certain that—” I’d began, but a rumble and flash of light cut of my words.

Queen Silvara and her consort, King Marcel, appeared in the chamber.

“How dare you!” Silvara pointed at Lucian, her green eyes shooting emerald sparks. “You had no right to abscond with my grandchild before I had the opportunity to meet her.”

“He didn’t abscond with me!” I argued and leaped in front of Lucian in case she decided to attack him. While killing a luminite who is already in Luminista is pointless, that didn’t prevent one from inflicting great pain. “I wanted to see the Jagwolfe’s kingdom as a distraction. My mother is having another Yearning, so—”

Silvara’s furious expression flitted to sublime joy. “Another Yearning? So soon! My line must be blessed by the fates!”

“Indeed, it has. Which bring me to why we wished to meet your lovely granddaughter.” Lucretia rose from her seat and whispered in Silvara’s ear.

It didn’t take a High Scholar to know that the Jagwolfe matriarch was telling the Leonine matriarch about her matchmaking plans. Grandfather Marcel gave me a pitying look and shook his head.

Lucian hunched lower in his seat. He still couldn’t look at me.

Silvara glanced at him and chuckled. “An intriguing idea indeed, and one we shall discuss later. Right now, I believe both are too young. And I still think it presumptuous that you brought her here instead of straight to me.”

“The fault is mine, Queen Silvara.” Lucretia spoke in a humble tone that didn’t match the unrepentance in her eyes. “I wanted an impression of the princess before deciding whether or not my idea had merit.”

Had Lucian lied to me? He’d said his mother wanted to meet me and hadn’t said a word about his aunt planning the whole thing. Even worse, he still wouldn’t look at me.

Queen Silvara gave an imperious huff. “Even so, you should have broached the subject with me first. Or, at the least waited a day or two instead of attempting to deprive me of the opportunity to get to know my granddaughter and show her our motherland before bringing her here to your frigid lands. Come, Kerainne.” She grabbed my hand and tugged before addressing Lucian. “However, you, young man, are permitted to pay court to my granddaughter at my palace, if you wish.”

“Thank you, Queen Silvara,” he mumbled.

As humiliation coursed over me in a thousand hot waves, I doubted Lucian would take the offer and visit me. Not after this awkwardness. And, if he’d been deceiving me about his kindness and only obeying his great aunt, I wasn’t so sure I wanted to see him again.

In fact, I decided that if he did come to call on me, I’d refuse him until he did so on my own lands, in Medicia.


Chapter Two

Lucian

Present

 

For twenty-five years, all I could think about was seeing Kerainne again. This wasn’t anything new, it was how I’d felt any time we were apart in over two thousand years of knowing each other. This also wasn’t the first time facing each other after having hurt each other.

The difference was that this time, I had no hope of getting her back. I’d done something that no sane creature could ever forgive me for. Which was probably why I’d clung to such righteous rage for the past two and a half decades before gaining the nerve to approach her.

And then there was the question: Did I want her back? Because that would mean my life—stable, peaceful, safe—would change drastically. Because of her daughter, Xochitl Leonine, sired by Mephistopheles, Kerainne was at the epicenter of a multi-world war. A war that I’d become a permanent part of. The part I was already here for was horrible enough.

The battlefield I’d landed on when returning with Xochitl to Aisthanesthai has repulsed me on levels I’d never thought possible. The stench of blood and offal stung my nostrils. The sight of the dozens of dead, mortal bodies brought back memories of the dead luminites I’d seen in Medicia after Mephistopheles’s attack. The only dead I’d seen who didn’t ascend to Luminista. I couldn’t help looking back at the horizon in expectation to see the Evil One rip the land from its roots and steal it away through one of his unnatural portals, leaving only a barren crater behind.

And the anguish of thinking Kerainne was dead. The heart-rending pain and anxiety when neither she nor any of the Medicia luminites returned to Luminista after the massacre.

Only Nikkita, Delgarias, and King Zareth threatening to kill me and send me back to Luminista tore me from the memories. Even then, it was nearly impossible to pretend to be nonchalant and only wanting to be in Aisthanesthai to break my unfortunate betrothal with Nikkita and alleviate my fictitious boredom of the perfection of Luminista.

Pretending that same indifference to Kerainne was even harder. I was almost grateful that after that first encounter she hid for the rest of the night. It was awkward enough speaking with Xochitl, the Queen of Aisthanesthai and the inadvertent cause of my rift with her mother. 

I barely had time to revel in the knowledge that my betrothal to Nikkita would definitely be called off and recover from the shock that the King of Aisthanesthai was now friends with several vampires when things became even more awkward. 

I learned that Xochitl’s best friend was a descendant of the Earth Jagwolfes.

Which made her my kin. I was now thankful that my best friend, Gabriel Leonine, had defied his confinement orders and came along with me in the guise of a wolf. Only, he seemed to be most interested in Sylvis.

Still, I’d gaped at the blue-haired guitarist. “The Earth-side Jagwolfes kept their bloodline going this long?”

Sylvis shrugged, eyeing me with not only a lack of hostility, but a complete lack of interest. “I guess so. All of us in the band have luminite blood, we were told.”

Her blasé tone upset me on some level I couldn’t explain. Every human I’d met before was in awe of me even when I used an obscuring spell to blend in. Maybe she had more luminite blood than I’d guessed? “Have you gotten your wings?”

She took sipped her water and shrugged again. “No. I didn’t think that was possible.”

“And it may not be. I’ll need to learn more about your family and some other things. We’ll talk about that soon. You and the other two.” I studied her a little longer, my curiosity admittedly piqued. Then I turned to Nikkita and asked the question that had been on my mind since everyone else had come back down after their showers. “Where is your sister?”

Nik’s eyes sparked with fresh hostility. “I don’t think she wants to see you.”

“I know.” My bravado cracked and I spoke from my heart. “I’d like to speak to her all the same. I’ve been a coward since our families decided to try to force me to marry you. Please, Nikkita, I am not the enemy you think I am.”

Delgarias’s hand closed around Nik’s upper arm in a possessive gesture, as if to remind me who would be marrying Nikkita. Took them long enough.This reunion would save me from the trap I’d allowed myself to fall into.

“She was in the library last time I saw her,” Nik admitted reluctantly. “If you hurt her, I will hurt you.”

Even though she was right to be wary, I bristled. “Strong words for someone who hurt her first. When you abandoned Kerainne, you broke her heart and I was there to pick up the pieces.”

Nikkita’s teeth bared in a snarl. “You—”

Delgarias restrained her before she could lunge at me. “Let them talk. Your sister is capable of defending herself. We have our own serious matters to discuss.”

I bit back a snort of laughter. With Nikkita having hidden from Delgarias for nearly two thousand years, he likely only recently discovered she’d had his child. I bet he had much to discuss with her. Still, a pang of envy pierced my chest. Kerainne and I were supposed to be the ones who had a child. Instead, someone else had sired a child on the woman I loved.

I forced the usual barrage of hateful thoughts away and found the library.

For a moment, I froze, captivated with the sight of the firelight reflecting off her light gold hair like the nimbus of the angels we were mistaken for. She looked so serene at first, tucked into an overstuffed chair that dwarfed her petite form, reading a book. But then I saw the fine tremor of her hands and the tightness around her eyes and knew her calm was a charade even before her peridot green eyes looked up from the book she hadn’t really been reading.

“What do you want?” she asked brusquely.

You, I wanted to say. Instead, I cautioned myself to move slowly. I knew very well how willful Kerainne could be. And now, there was a new darkness within her from all she’d suffered. I knew in my gut that darkness would make her volatile if I pressed her too soon.

“I merely thought I’d inform you that my engagement with your sister is guaranteed to be called off.”

“And what’s that to do with me?”

“Your sister is important to you and I know you’ll be pleased to hear that she’ll no longer have to hide from us and won’t be forced to do anything she doesn’t want.” I took a deep breath and pressed forward. “Could we take a walk? There are a few things I’d like to know about my stay here, and you’re the best person to ask.”

Kerainne’s eyes widened and a startled laugh escaped her soft pink lips. “Me? Your ex-fiancé? Why?”

“Because the King and Queen are occupied with their other guests discussing the battle and your sister is busy explaining why she kept Delgarias’s daughter secret from him. You, on the other hand, are not occupied, and furthermore, are the only other luminite here.” Aside from Gabriel, but I wasn’t ready to expose his deception. “I promise we won’t speak of the past. I know my presence is difficult for you, and the last thing I wish to do is make it worse.”

“Very well.” She slammed her book shut with more force than was needed and rose from the chaise. “Let’s take a walk in the garden.”

I followed her out of a set of glass doors and out onto a large balcony that was set up with comfortable chairs for anyone who wished to read outside. I didn’t have time to admire the reading nook before Kerainne vaulted off the balcony, not even bothering to release her wings. Instead, she used magic to glide down slowly. I followed suit, enjoying the frivolous use of magic we’d learned together centuries ago.

After landing, I kept a respectful distance as she led me down a path to the gardens.

Silence thickened the air between us as I struggled with what to say first. When Kerainne lifted one golden eyebrow in impatience, I began. “I invoked the inter-realm Diplomacy Act of ’forty-two with King Zareth, but I confess that I don’t know all of what that entails, as it’s been some time since I’ve read the document.”

“Ah. So that’s why you were given a room.” Kerainne’s green eyes seemed to spit sparks of hostility before her lips curved in a smug smile. “However, the act only requires that the King of Aisthanesthai provides you with guest quarters near the royal residence, not that you are entitled to a suite in the residence. I’ll be sure to speak with Zareth about that. We’ll find a house in the village for you if you plan on staying long. Do you plan on staying long?”

After recovering from the crushing disappointment that I wouldn’t be sharing the same roof with her for much longer, I nodded. “I need to be here. Our people have spent too much time watching when they should have been participating, taking action. If we’d done so, perhaps Medicia would still be standing.”

Pain slashed across her face and I immediately regretted bringing up what must be her worst memory. Quickly, I brought the subject back to the present. “When Nikkita ran away from Medicia all those centuries ago, you said you couldn’t tell me why because she made you swear a blood oath. Was the child the reason?”

Kerainne nodded, but the pain in her eyes remained. “You said we wouldn’t talk about the past.”

“I’m sorry. I only brought it up because I learned of this child only mere hours ago.” I bowed in sincere apology. “I understand that your daughter is to lead a war of vampires and mages and other allies into battle against the Evil One. Do you think she can win?”

“I know she can.” Kerainne said with a fierceness I’d never heard before.

“And what is your role in this war?” I prayed to the fates that she’d be safe on the sidelines.

“Wherever the fates need it to be.” She lifted her chin and glared at me with defiance that dared me to argue.

I don’t know what I was going to say next, because then the sharp chords of an electric guitar rank out, coming from the courtyard.

Kerainne’s fire lowered and her voice warmed with maternal love. “Sylvis is practicing again. The stress of tonight’s battle must have been a lot for her, poor dear. She seeks solace with solitude and her guitar. Let’s be quiet so she doesn’t know we’re out here.”

The rest of our time together was spent in silence, listening to the intricate melodies my long-lost cousin played on her instrument. Gabriel had been crowing over the band, Rage of Angels for the past three years, but the only thing that I’d paid attention to was the fact that Kerainne’s daughter was the lead singer. Something Gabriel didn’t even know until two years ago. Even then, I’d only occasionally watched a few concerts with Gabe on a scrying sphere and couldn’t look very long at Xochitl Leonine. I don’t know which hurt the most, seeing Kerainne’s features in her, or those of Mephistopheles.

Now, listening to Sylvis Jagwolfe’s instrument sing, I couldn’t help thinking about the early days of knowing Kerainne. How much simpler it had been back then, with no wars and no danger. Though I’d botched things the first time I’d met her, it wasn’t difficult for me to rectify the situation.

Unlike now.

 


Chapter Three

Lucian

Past

 

How naïve I’d been then, not having a clue as to my mother’s motives in ordering me to keep an eye on the Leonine clan’s welcome hall for when Princess Kerainne had her first death. That naivety almost prevented me from seeing her again.

It was embarrassing standing at the gates to the Leonine matriarch’s palace every day, flowers in hand, and turned away like I was a commoner rather than a prince. I blamed my scheming relatives for that, but I came to realize the fault was mine. I should have said something at that awkward tea. Convinced her that I had no intention of pushing a betrothal on her when we’d only just met. I still don’t understand why my clan leaders wanted a marriage pact with the Leonines so much. It’s not like they’re wealthier or more powerful. Both clans are equal in that regard. Nor do I understand why they wanted to rush the matter. Luminite courtships usually take centuries.

And for this one, it was clear that I needed to come to her.

The day after I learned Kerainne returned to Medicia, I transported myself down to Aisthanesthai.

The world of Aisthanesthai was not what I’d expected. As I was an infant the last time my family visited Medicia, all I’d had to go on were the scrying spheres, books, and my mother and father’s derisive words about how inferior the realm was to Luminista. The air was different, more biting, though not from temperature, more like it had more substance. And the smells. From the grass and dirt at my feet to the various trees, bushes, and nearby stream, the variety of so many different scents nearly overwhelmed me.

The sounds were equally overpowering, with the chirping of birds, droning of insects, rustling of leaves, and whispers from the pine boughs.

Had my parents truly brought me to this world? Doubt filled my mind. If they had, that meant they’d have had to kill me for our return to Luminista. And that wasn’t something that was usually done with infants. Generally, a luminite was encouraged to try not to have their first death before they stopped growing.

A glimpse of a road brought my mind back to the mission at hand. We didn’t have many roads in Luminista. There was no need when everyone could fly or open a portal. The road must be for human, faelin, and leprechaun traders.

Although I could have released my wings and flown to Medicia, I decided to walk on the road. It gave me time to adjust to the sensory bombardment of this world and recite what I’d say to Kerainne if she let me see her.

I wouldn’t exactly lie about my romantic interest in her. But I wouldn’t bring it up because I feared she’d feel pressured. There’d been a rebellious glint in her eye, both when she’d chosen to accompany me to Jagwolfe territory rather than greet her own clan, and then it returned when my mother and Lucretia brought up a prospective betrothal.

During my walk, I saw many different varieties of wildflower. I’d originally intended on creating a bouquet with my magic, but decided gathering these, using physical work rather than metaphysical, might mean more to her.

Yet, just as I bent down to pick some bluebells, I paused. Kerainne had access to all these flowers as this was her family’s lands. What if she found the gesture to be lazy? I remained frozen with indecision for an embarrassingly long time.

Finally, I decided to proceed with the wildflower bouquet, and if there was a second of derision in her eyes, I’d conjure a second bouquet of lilacs. The way her eyes had lit up at the sight of the lilac trees around the Leonine welcoming hall showed me she loved them.

The walls of the kingdom of Medicia sparkled in the sunlight. I could make out the golden spires of a tower above them and near the center. My steps halted as my gaze returned to the wall. It was beautiful, made of smooth, gold-veined marble melded seamlessly with magic, yet I couldn’t discern the purpose of such a barrier between this beautiful forest around the road and the village.

Then, like with the road, it dawned on me. Luminites weren’t the only bipedal beings here. Just like on the rapidly declining Earth, invasions and war could happen. A stone of worry sank in my belly at the thought of Kerainne being attacked by savage humans or the even more formidable faelin. I breathed my thanks to the fates that at least the latter were considered allies.

I’d expected to find guards at the gates, but not only were there none, the gates were wide open. The Leonine rulers must be unconcerned about invaders as of now. My shoulders relaxed. Perhaps the walls were a precaution, or simply mimicking the style of other holdfasts to blend in.

I entered the city and gasped at the variety of structures and luminites as far as I can see. In luminista, each clan’s territories followed a consistent theme of architecture and dress. Not so in Medicia. There were adobe buildings next to wooden cabins, adjacent to glass and steel structures. Luminite merchants wore everything from silk Kimono to cotton togas, to leather breeches and beaded leather shirts. The last was more startling. Luminites couldn’t kill. So that meant they’d acquired such garments from beings who could.

When I recovered from this culture shock, I approached a vendor selling cold beverages. I pulled some coins from my bottomless pouch at my belt and asked for directions to the Leonine palace.

“Turn left on Lilac Road, then keep following Lion Road.” He ignored my coins and handed me a delightfully cold bottle.

I sipped the drink on my walk to the palace. It tasted like a berry I could almost identify and soothed my parched throat. My legs were a little sore from all the walking, but I didn’t see many luminites here letting their wings out and flying, and I was determined to follow the region’s customs.

The palace came into view, a marvelous quartz and gold structure with multiple towers and large balconies that formed a pleasing cohesion to the eye.

But when I reached the steps to the Leonine stronghold, my sore muscles cried out at the prospect of climbing them. So I cheated and carefully released my wings through the slits cut in the back of my tunic. Doing it that way hurts more than letting them burst out, but I preferred to keep my clothes.

As I flew over the mass of stone steps, guards assembled in front of the palace doors. I spread my hands, one clenching the bouquet of flowers tightly, to show I was unarmed as I slowly landed ten paces in front of them.

“I’m Lucian, Prince of the Luminita Jagwolfe clan. I’m here to call on Princess Kerainne.”

The guards sheathed their swords and two split off from the group of twelve and escorted me inside. The anteroom was high-ceilinged and lined with sculptures of great cats before opening to an even more cavernous throne room. Rich royal purple carpet with gold tassels made a wide path to the steps and dais where two carved and cushioned thrones sat for the Queen Natalya and King Consort Kiernan. At the moment, both were empty. Marble pillars rose to a dizzying high ceiling with a colored-glass roof in the shape of a cat curled in a ball. More lion and lioness statues posed between the pillars, each taller than Lucian. Three balconies leading to upper floors overlooked the throne room.

Kerainne Leonine appeared on the highest balcony. Before I could call out a greeting, she leaped off it and instead of letting out her wings, stirred the molecules in the air around her, bringing them closer, so she drifted down as if sinking in water.

She landed softly in front of me, and once more, I was struck mute by her beauty. Now, dressed in her royal finery, a peridot gown of green velvet with gold rope trim that matched her eyes and hair, the latter of which was piled high in an intricate braid pattern that resembled roses. Threaded through her golden braids was a darker gold tiara studded with emeralds.

I dropped to one knee and held out the bouquet of flowers. After an embarrassing long pause, I recovered my words. “Princess Kerainne, please accept my apology for my family’s rude behavior as well as this token of my admiration. I swear, on my honor, that I had no idea my matriarch was trying to arrange a betrothal. I don’t know you well enough to move that fast.”

Kerainne’s eyes danced with what suspiciously looked like amusement. However, she accepted the flowers and gestured for me to rise. “How can I resist such a sweet apology? And such a grand gesture, coming down to my heathen world with the extra inconvenience of your having to die to return home.” She paused and suddenly frowned. “Unless you’ve come to persuade me to return to Luminista with you.”

I shook my head. “I merely wish to be in your company and get to know you on any terms. Also, I’m very interested in exploring your people’s kingdom amidst this strange world and so many other beings.”

Her smile returned. “Then I’ll be glad to give you a tour. And what do you mean, so many other beings? All you lack are humans, faelin, leprechauns, and demons. That’s not so many. Do you not have not have animals in Luminista? When I saw the forests and rivers and lakes, I’d thought your world wasn’t much different.”

“We have animals, just not nearly as many as here.” I told her about my walk to Medicia and all the creatures I’d seen and heard.

Kerainne clapped her hands together in endearing glee. “Oh, it will be so much fun to show you so many living things. Especially the babies and young ones. They come to me easily. I can show you some kittens now, if you’d like. Unless you have cats in Luminista.”

“Of course we have cats.” I couldn’t help bristling at the notion that we wouldn’t. “They’re the guardians of doorways and all places in-between. There is no realm that could possibly keep cats out. Not to mention the lions in your clan’s lands in Luminista and the wolves of mine.”

“What about dogs?”

“Yes, dogs too.”

“Dragons?”

“No.” I gasped as the realization set in. “I’d completely forgotten that Aisthanesthai has dragons.”

“We didn’t always. They came from Earth. My mother told me they were among the first of the magical creatures to migrate here. My father even helped some. Let me introduce you to a dragon family nearby!” Kerainne tugged my arm, then suddenly stopped, her shoulders drooping. “I forgot, they just went into hibernation. So we won’t be able to see them for another two hundred years. I’ll be that’s when their eggs hatch.”

“They sleep that long?”

Kerainne nodded. “Most long-lived beings do. Dragons can live three to five thousand years. It’s interesting that they hibernate longer than us, since we live forever. Maybe we can study that together. What about lizards?”

“Lizards?” I asked blankly, trying to keep up with her rapid thoughts.

“Are there lizards in Luminista? Some look like miniature, wingless dragons, though they’re cold-blooded.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

She grinned and once more tugged on my hand. “Then come, I’ll show you some!”

I tried to keep up with her as we dashed out of the throne room, down a hall beside the grand staircase, then turned a corner and went out a door behind the palace. Kerainne released her wings and I followed suit. We flew past the gardens and over a forest before landing in a meadow. She put a finger to her lips and gestured for me to follow her over to some boulders near a clear stream.

Kerainne crouched and seemed to speak to the rocks. “Come out now, little friends. I’d love to introduce you to someone.”

Suddenly, little green things skittered up to the nearest rock. I leaned down to peer closer and gasped. “They do look like little wingless dragons!”

A slightly larger lizard ascended the rock, surveying its younglings before cautiously moving closer. The little ones climbed all over Kerainne’s hand and arm.

“Hold out your hand,” she instructed.

Then the four tiny lizards crawled onto my fingers and wrist. The sensation of their little scaley feet tickled, but the experience was a wonder.

“So these are lizards?” I breathed, tentatively petting one with a fingertip.

“One kind, yes.” Kerainne pet another one, her fingertip so close to my palm that I sucked in a breath. “These are anoles. There are both smaller and larger lizards. Some of them, called chameleons, can change color to blend in their surroundings!”

“Amazing.” I would have to tell my clan about these creatures.

Kerainne took the baby anoles back and returned them to the rock and their waiting mother or father. “They need to warm themselves in the sun, then hunt insects for their supper. Would you like to meet a bear family?”

She showed me a variety of creatures not yet found in Luminista. Squirrels, skunks, wolverines, raccoons, and so many varieties of bird. It was fascinating how the young gravitated to her first, then the adult creature would come to her next. Some allowed me to touch the babies, others bared sharp teeth or hissed with pointed beaks.

It wasn’t until sunset, when we returned to the city that I discovered the reasons behind the phenomenon. Young luminites flocked to Kerainne as we passed through the city roads. They hugged her and eagerly tugged on her skirts to tell her about a new thing they’d seen, or something they’d learned to create.

Most luminites have a bond with one type of creature. Mine was wolves, like our family namesake, which made my mother and great aunt proud. Kerainne, however, bonded with children of all species. The anomaly confounded me, and though I was certain such an ability could be used in a hugely beneficial matter, I couldn’t wrap my mind on precisely how.

When we stopped at the cart of the vendor who had those berry drinks, I discovered I’d made a mistake.

“I can’t believe they didn’t want payment for the drink.”

Kerainne raised a brow. “Of course they’ll want payment.”

“No. I tried to offer gold, but they didn’t take it and handed me the drink.”

She stared at me in stunned silence, then laughed. “We don’t take gold from other luminites. Instead, we trade. Usually a creation, but we also accept items acquired in trade. A pretty stone, medicine, a song we learned, things like that.”

The drink vendor smirked at my ignorance. Red-faced, I rummaged through my bottomless pouch and pulled out a stone. “A river rock from the Jagwolfe clan lands in Luminista.”

The vendor grinned and handed over two drinks. My shoulders relaxed. The faux pas forgiven.

When we returned to the palace, Kerainne instructed a servant to show me to the chambers reserved for diplomatic guests. “When you’ve changed, come down for supper. I’ll introduce you to my parents.”

A nervous lump settled in my stomach. I’d been out frolicking and exploring Medicia with the princess before meeting the actual rulers of Medicia. Would they be angry about that? Quickly, I bathed and dressed in one of my outfits meant for royal functions. Black velvet trousers, a dark blue velvet jacket embroidered with silver, and a silver undershirt.

When a servant led me down a long staircase to a massive dining room, my stomach dropped further as I was placed at the Queen’s left side at the end of the long, elaborately carved table. Queen Natalya had the same golden hair as her daughter, but her eyes were a striking shade of copper. King Kiernen’s shoulder-length hair of metallic bronze and copper had the waves that Kerainne’s had when I first met her. And he had the same peridot green eyes. The monarchs eyed me with cool interest and the soup and appetizers were served.

Kerainne cheerfully told them about showing Lucian around, seemingly oblivious to her parents’ stoney blank faces. But an impish glint in her eyes when she looked at me made me fairly certain this was her revenge for that unfortunate tea at my mother’s home.

I took a deep breath, resolving to not be humiliated. First, I apologized profusely for not presenting myself to the Queen before going off with her daughter. Then I used every bit of courtly training instilled in me to charm them.

By the time the next course was served, Queen Natalya seemed to be at ease with my presence, even going so far as to say I could visit for as long as Kerainne wished me to be here. King Consort Kiernen remained unreadable, though at least the glint of suspicion no longer shone in his eyes.

Then I looked at the main course on the platter and gasped.

“You eat meat?”

Kerainne nodded. “Sometimes. The half luminites can hunt. And the faelin and humans who come to trade often bring us meat in exchange for our herbs and produce.” She gave him a warm smile. “This is moose, provided by the Tolonquan tribes. You don’t have to try it if you don’t want to, and if you do like it, don’t eat much, or you’ll get a stomachache.”

I eyed the dark meat, glistening with butter and encrusted with herbs. What little trepidation I’d had at such an unorthodox thing in my household fled in the face of my curiosity. Wolves were my clan’s namesake. And wolves ate meat.

I placed a small portion on my plate. It fell apart at the touch of my fork. When I took a bite of that first small morsel, I had to hold back a groan of pleasure. I didn’t know what a moose was, but it tasted like my favorite mushrooms, only heavier, more substantial.

I ended up devouring the whole portion and having seconds, despite Kerainne’s warning. After the meal, I did indeed get a stomachache, which made Kerainne laugh, but we ended up having an interesting conversation about the differences between our worlds.

Then I ruined it. “But you didn’t get the chance to fully explore Luminista. Come back with me in a few days and I’ll show you—”

“No,” she cut me off firmly. “My mother is pregnant. I refuse to leave her for the duration.”

Selfishly, stupidly, I argued. “But a luminite pregnancy lasts for two years.”

“Do you have any idea how dangerous a luminite pregnancy is?” she asked sharply. All signs of warmth left her as she continued. “The only time a luminite can fully die is before they take their first breath because that’s when the soul enters the body. Because of this, if the embryo or—fates forbid—a fully formed infant dies, the mother—and often the father too, can experience horrific internal pain, as it is the only time they’re so connected to death.”

“Oh.” I hadn’t known that. In my two hundred years, only two luminites had been born in all of luminista and to my shame, I hadn’t paid attention to anything but the pregnancy announcements and celebration balls from first announcement to celebrating a successful birth.

I dipped my head in a humility. “I apologize for my ignorance.”

I expected her to ask me to return to Luminista, but instead, her gaze softened. “I apologize for being overharsh. There’s going to be a ball soon. If you care to remain longer as my guest, I’m certain you’ll be invited.”

I nodded, trying to conceal my relief. “I told you that I wish to remain in your company on any terms.”

But I never could have imagined what those terms would be.

 


Chapter Four

 

Kerainne

Present

 

I was awakened by the sound of Zareth’s emergency chime, followed by rapid voices and footsteps pounding all over the place. Immediately alarmed, I dressed quickly and ran out of my apartments to the solar, where all the voices concentrated.

When my daughter saw me, she exclaimed, “Mephistopheles is attacking a mage school in Shalafi!”

“Oh, fuck,” My heart constricted with dread. “All those children. When do we depart?”

Zareth answered, “As soon as we can dress for battle and gather weapons. It’s a shame that it’s still daytime, or Xochitl’s vampires could join us.”

“But that means he won’t have vampires either.” I countered, unable to say the Evil One’s name.

We all dispersed to our rooms and I dressed myself in the mail and leather armor Delgarias had gifted me shortly after I’d escaped my imprisonment in Luminista. He also gifted me with a Shellandrian steel sword, though I was nowhere near as proficient as my sister with blades.

We all returned to the solar. Xochitl had woken up Nik and was writing a note to Delgarias while Beau had already taken a portal to Earth to get the vampires once the sun went down.

My sister eyed me with concern. “Are you sure it’s a good idea for you to come? Del and Jayden saw a vision of a luminite getting captured by Mephistopheles. Not to mention facing him again after what he did to you.”

“I’m going to help Artavian and the other healers,” I assured her. Still, I patted the pommel of my sword just in case.

Then, Lucian Jagwolfe strode in, also dressed for battle.

My jaw dropped as I beheld the sight of him in gilded metal armor with a Wurrakian longsword sheathed at his hip.

He met my gaze briefly, then addressed Xochitl. “While I understand that I am an unwelcome guest, we share a common enemy. I will fight at your side.”

I gaped at him in shock. Lucian Jagwolfe, who was always concerned about safety and staying out of violent conflicts, was willing to go fight a battle for my daughter, who he’d once professed to hate?

How had he changed so much in the past quarter-century? And what other changes would become known? I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

But as we went out in the courtyard to form a portal to Shalafi, all thoughts of Lucian vanished as my heart cried out for the plight of the mage school students.

When we arrived, all was chaotic violence and screaming. I didn’t see him, but I saw his army of evil mages, necromancers with troops of corpse-walkers, and even a few demons.

The mage university students and their instructors had formed a protective line in front of the primary and intermediate schools. I saw the duchess of Kinsen and her small army marching out of a portal near the university building.

Quickly, I took Artavian’s hand and sought out the healer station. The healers already there thanked us for their help, but informed us that there weren’t many patients yet and said we’d be of more assistance on the front lines.

King Zareth had already taken position, blasting lightning at the evil mages and demons. Xochitl stood beside him and shot fireballs at the corpse-walkers.

Lucian’s eyes widened and he looked at my daughter with admiration. Then he looked at me with excitement I hadn’t seen in years. “That is genius. We can kill those things because they’re already dead, and if we burn them, those damned necromancers can’t bring them back.”

I couldn’t help teasing him. “Are you sure your fire magic is up to it? You Jagwolfes are generally better with air and water.”

Lucian grinned at me and shrugged. “I suppose we’re about to find out.”

Time vanished for a little while as we focused on burning the corpse-walkers and only the corpse-walkers. Luminites were unable to kill, something that hadn’t bothered me until the Evil One destroyed my kingdom. Xochitl was able to kill, a fact that should have filled me with revulsion, but instead made me fiercely proud. Unfortunately, the one time she’d killed something bigger and worse than a deer had put her in a coma. So she had to be nearly as cautious as Lucian and me with our targets.

However, my daughter wasn’t being as careful. Some of her fireballs made it to the demons and mages. Though her mistaken hits were able to extinguish the flames for now, it was only a matter of time before one turned into a living torch.

I opened my mouth to warn her, but was pulled back by the mage in charge of the healer’s tent. We had enough injured on our side that Artavian and I both were needed.

The reprieve was both a blessing and a curse. It was fulfilling to be able to nurture and heal people, but hearing the screams and clashes of steel outside without being able to see unnerved me almost as much as when someone would carry a person to the tent, then have to carry them elsewhere because they were already dead. I wondered if humans ascended anywhere when they died. Maybe they too had a home realm like luminites.
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