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      Cursed to never be loved; fated to never be alone …

      Cursed cupid Tamuel has been told he will never love or be loved, a fate to which he’s long been resigned. Yet from the moment he meets powerful trainee witch Korinna Soteira at the Amazonian and Gargarean training camp, he knows this to be a lie – he loves Korinna like he’s loved nothing and no-one in his life. But his curse is right in one respect: he may be able to love, but he can never be loved. Korinna will only ever be his friend, a fact he has spent the last twenty years coming to terms with.

      However, malignant forces are stirring in the darkest reaches of the Realms. They have plans to use Korinna and her unusual powers – plans that can only be thwarted by the cursed cupid and an impossible love. Yet breaking Tamuel’s curse now could release a force too ancient to destroy – and thus destroy any future.

      What if the only way to survive the present is to place the future in peril?

      

      Fractured Curse is a prequel novella to my popular Gods Cursed Series centring on unknown history between two of readers’ favourite characters from the series. It takes place 2000 years before the events in Love Cursed and can be read as an introduction into the world or at any time during the reading of the series.

      It’s exclusive to my newsletter subscribers, so to get your copy, just click the link below, fill in your details and it will be winging its way to you along with other free reads, deals and bookish info.
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        Stolen and tricked and bound to the heart,

        Yet blessed to use the power of home and hearth

        Waiting and scheming for a way to depart

        That which bound me by love’s false start.

        Only those like me, cursed yet kind,

        Can help to break the bonds that bind,

        Truth-seekers powered to free spirit and mind,

        And question the false-certainty of Gods that blind:

        That love is not that which will cause the fall,

        But the thing that should succour and save us all.

        This is my curse uttered unto thee,

        Trapped, used and Gods-cursed, through eternity.

        I await the soul- and blood-cursed to set me free

        So I utter it to the universe, so mote it be.

        Hidden incantation in the lost Eleusinian Mysteries Grimoire
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      Korinna Soteira kissed her soulmate, Tamuel, goodbye. “Good luck and take care,” she said, lips lingering on his.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

      Gods, she did. She hated being apart from him. Just as he hated being apart from her. Every time he had to track down a lead, he begged her to come with him, but …

      She glanced at the chronometer she’d placed on the wall next to Jules’ train station clock. Only a month until the first day of Oestra. Twenty-eight days left to discover what they’d failed to discover in the last five months. She frowned. “It doesn’t make sense for both of us to go off tracking down leads. Just as it doesn’t make sense for both of us to stay and do research.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Divide and conquer – right? But it sucks.”

      She kissed his pouting lips. “I know.” But they didn’t have the time not to divide and conquer. They had to find a way to channel their powers together without endangering themselves and everyone else – especially when they added the energy of Oestra into the mix. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t be able to release the spirit from the HeartsBlood Gem. And without her, they’d never defeat the evil Priestess-witch Clodia when she came out of the Void the first night of Oestra. But so far, nada. “Are you sure the gem’s spirit hasn’t told you anything?”

      He touched the place in his chest where he’d magically spelled the gem to live so as to keep it safe after the events of Halloween. “Not anything we can use in regard to this.”

      “But she is talking to you? Has she told you more about how powerful Clodia is likely to be? She was strong when your mother fought her, and it took Jules sacrificing her power to defeat her and push her into the Void. But now … I mean, does she still have some of my power? Yours? Will she be able to use the power your mother sacrificed when she pushed her into the Void? Will she be able to draw on the power of Oestra as we will be doing?” The questions rushed out of her, but she couldn’t help it. There was just too much they still didn’t know.

      “I don’t know.” His hands smoothed down her arms in a calming motion.

      “Ask her.”

      “I have,” he said, raking his hand through his hair, ruffling his curls. “The only thing she says is that with our powers combined, plus what we can gather from Ostara rising, we should be able to defeat her.”

      “Should? Can’t she give us more certainty than that?”

      “Apparently not.”

      She bit her lip. “I thought when we started this she’d be there to help us, to steer us in the right direction. But all she gave us was romanticised waffle that hasn’t helped at all. ‘Your power is not the source of your grief, it is its salvation.’ What the Hells does that really mean? And, ‘Strengthen yourself and all will be revealed.’ She raised her hands and made an exasperated noise. “Completely. Fucking. Unhelpful. But who am I to talk?” She smacked at the book open on her desk. “So far, the sum total of my usefulness has been to send you on multiple fact-finding missions that have given us very few facts.”

      “We’ve learned much thanks to you.”

      “Not enough.” She jabbed her finger at the chronometer. “28 days! That’s all we’ve got. How are we going to find what we need in 28 days when five months hasn’t been enough?”

      He cupped her face, thumbs stroking her cheeks. “You need to calm down, Rinna.” His hands slid down her arms to cup her hands, holding them up so she could see the orange power sparking at her fingertips.

      “Shit.” Magic sparked out as she moved away from Tam, backing up as quickly as she could to put some distance between them – and the priceless books on the desks and in the stacks nearby. Desperately, she tried to control the unbidden power, but it wouldn’t dissipate. This was a big part of the problem. And she worried that even if they did find a way to channel their powers together safely, she wouldn’t be able to control hers and then … boom!

      “Breathe, Rinna.” Tam followed her, reaching for her hands.

      “No. Don’t touch. I might hurt you.”

      “You won’t do that.”

      “I could.”

      “You won’t. I’m certain of it. Just breathe. Your power is simply responding to your emotions. Mine does the same now it doesn’t have my cupid power to temper it. Just calm down and everything will be okay.”

      “I am calm!”

      He gave her a look.

      Hells. He was right. She was behaving like a bloody novice.

      “Given you haven’t used your power for 2,000 years, it’s only natural you’d be a bit rusty,” Tam said softly, jumping to the conclusion she let everyone else jump to. “Especially given how quickly it’s growing. You’re stronger now than when we last faced Clodia.”

      “So are you – and you’re not struggling.”

      He snorted. “I wouldn’t say that.” Before she could argue with him over that patently untrue statement, he put his finger on her lips. “You need to give yourself a break. We all think you’re doing amazingly well and I’m confident both of us will be ready to do what must be done when the time comes.”

      “But we still don’t know how we’re supposed to use these greatly strengthened powers.”

      “We’ll figure it out. It’ll be fine. The HBG agrees with me.”

      It made her smile, his nickname for the HeartsBlood Gem. Only he would give a nickname to something so powerful. “How can you be so certain?”

      “Why else would she have picked us to free her after the thousands of years she’s been locked away?”

      “Because we’re just that kind of lucky?” she said, grimacing.

      He chuckled and squeezed her hands. “No, because we’re the ones she’s been waiting for. We’re destined to do it.”

      “I can’t believe after all this, you’re so keen to embrace this as destiny. You know destiny simply means we have no choice.”

      “Only if you view the path destiny chose for us as the only choice. I like to think of it more like my cupid arrows – I might have aimed them at potential lovers to make them notice each other, but what they do after that is their own choice. Destiny is only the path – it is up to us to decide how we walk it.” He held up her hands. “And see, I’m right – you can do this.”

      The power no longer sparked on her fingers. She pursed her lips. “Don’t be so smug about it.”

      “It’s not smugness but certainty. I have faith in you. Faith in us. I know we will figure it out.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      He tugged her closer. The gem that was embedded in his chest glowed as their joint hands hovered over it. Warmth fizzled through her, alongside a sensation of rightness. “Because of this. There is a reason the three of us came together. Only all of us working as one can defeat Clodia. I know it deep in my soul. Don’t you?”

      She looked into his beautiful peridot eyes and wished, not for the first time, she had his faith. But he didn’t know what she knew. That she was the weak link and if she didn’t find some way of changing that, they’d lose.

      She stared at him, chewing on her lip. She wanted to tell him. Wanted his help, his advice, but … she couldn’t worry him with this. So instead, she squeezed his fingers and said, “Okay.”

      “Okay what?”

      “You better go. But first, kiss me again.” He kissed her lightly on the nose, making her giggle. “I didn’t mean like that.”

      He leaned back, eyes full of his love for her, and not a little mischief. “I hope your research is fruitful, my love. At least you’ve got the library to yourself for a while. Violetta just sent Jules a message this morning saying she won’t be back today as promised – she’s found another lead.”

      “I hope it’s more useful than the last one. I could really use her help going through some of the older magical texts. Jules is great, but because of her old magical affliction, she doesn’t know the older grimoires as well as Violetta.”

      “I know, but she had a ‘knowing’ and there’s no talking her out of it. So, she won’t be back today and Jules and Bas won’t be back until this evening. They’re seeing the OBGYN and then having a ‘date night’. Except, it’s during the day.”

      “Maybe we can have one of those when you get back.”

      “Promises, promises.” He hauled her against him, kissing her hard and long. She melted into him, giving in to the pull of him, to the incredible desire that raced through her every nerve, muscle and bone, firing a desperate need inside to lose herself in the wonder of what she shared only with him. But thankfully – because they were running out of time – he broke the kiss before she sank too deep.

      Panting, he said against her lips, “Stop worrying.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You can’t fool me,” he said, touching his chest above his heart. “I feel your worry.”

      She knew he could – which made it worse. She didn’t want it standing between them and complete happiness; like the kind his parents shared. “I promise to stop worrying if you promise to stop worrying about me.”

      He chuckled. “Only you could ask the impossible and make it sound reasonable.”

      “I’m a worrier. You’ll just have to get used to it.”

      “And I am happy to, as long as we share the burden. We both had to rely on ourselves for far too long, but neither of us have to take on everything alone anymore. We have each other. Okay?”

      Her mouth twisted but she hid it with a nod. She wanted to share everything with him – Gods how she wanted that – but she just couldn’t.

      He bent down and pressed a sweet kiss to her lips. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      He kissed her again then walked over to the free space between the kitchen and desks, opened a portal and stepped through.

      Air displaced as the portal closed, ruffling the papers on the desks around her and cooling her hot face.

      Hells! She had to do something soon or he’d begin to suspect exactly how dangerous her growing power was and how little control over it she really had. And she couldn’t let him know that. The evil witch-bitch Clodia would break out of her prison in the Void using the rising power of Ostara and the magics she’d stolen, but the HBG assured them they would defeat her, melding their powers together with the spirit in the gem once they’d freed her. Korinna couldn’t see how, given how things were right now, but Tam believed implicitly, and it was his total faith in what the HBG had told them that was holding them all up right now. Without it, everything could fall apart. The problem was, unless she did something drastic, that melding of their powers would end in pain and disaster and death.

      Her track record spoke for itself after all.

      If it was up to her, she’d step away and let Violetta or Bas take her place, but unfortunately, it didn’t work that way. According to the HBG, she could only be freed with the active powers of two incredibly powerful magic-users who were bound soul and mind.

      Not only that, but from everything they’d discovered – pitifully little – she was key in the HBG’s plan not simply because of the strength of her magic and how it worked but because she was the only one amongst them who had torn open the fabric of space and time and gained access to the Void – even though that had been a horrible accident. The only other person who had done it that they knew of was Jules, when she’d torn open the Void and pushed Clodia in there over a year ago. Unfortunately, Jules had thrown all of her power at Clodia to do so, so she couldn’t be the one who did it now.

      So she was locked into this with no way out.

      Which meant going behind Tam’s back.

      She rubbed her chest at the ache that thought caused. But there was no other option. The only spell she’d ever heard of that could give her the control she needed was in the Eleusinian Mysteries Grimoire – and Persephone had made him vow not to let her see the grimoire as he’d once promised. Thankfully, she’d not made Korinna vow not to go looking for it – the Goddess had just made Tam go back on his promise. Not that she blamed him for that – he couldn’t deny a Goddess, not to mention making the vow had meant he could keep the grimoire to use as a resource in the fight ahead. But still, it sucked that this was what it all led to – her sneaking around to take a peek at a grimoire that had been promised to her.

      Bloody Persephone. She’d railed at Seph to change her mind, but the Goddess had been adamant.

      “Oh, my love. If only you had been truthful with me all these years, this wouldn’t be an issue. But how can I trust you with the Mysteries when, at your own admission, you sought to use the soul-transference spell? A spell you know would lead to your death.”

      “But it was to save the souls I caused to be lost in the Void.”

      Persephone cupped her face. “Your soul holds far greater value to me than all those souls put together. As does your life. Tamuel agrees.”

      “No, he doesn’t.”

      “He doesn’t value your soul?”

      “What? No, of course he does. Why? What do you … Argh! Stop that!”

      “Stop what?”

      She sighed in frustration at how easily Seph could twist a conversation until you didn’t quite know what you were talking about. Years of dealing with her however, gave Korinna the ability to pull out of the tail spin. “I meant … He knows I wouldn’t use that spell now. Not if using it would hurt him. I would never hurt him. He’s my soulmate.”

      For some reason, that statement made Persephone’s expression sadden. “You would sacrifice yourself to save him.”

      “I would.”

      “Then I cannot trust you with that spell.”

      “What if … if you let me look through the grimoire, I promise not to look for that spell?”

      Persephone shook her head slowly. “You think I have forgotten you have an eidetic memory? One glance and you would be able to use it. So no, I cannot allow you to see the grimoire. But because you may need some of what is inside it to help fight Clodia, I have allowed Tamuel to keep it. You must be happy with that for now because it is all I can offer.”

      It was pointless fighting with the Goddess any further – Seph was one of the most stubborn people Korinna knew, and that was saying something.

      So, she’d tried hard to find an alternative. But it was no use. And given she was finally alone for the rest of the day, she had to make her move now.

      She had to break into Tam’s secret hiding place and steal what had been forbidden to her.

      She only hoped that when Tam found out – and she had no doubt eventually he would – he’d understand her decision and forgive her. Because if her soulmate didn’t forgive her, she had no idea how she’d live with herself.
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      Tamuel bent over double, hands on his knees, gulping in breaths. He looked back down at the steep incline he’d just ascended – half a mountain’s worth – and then up. The darkness of the cave’s entrance was about twenty metres above him as the crow flies. Pity he wasn’t a crow and was forced to follow a steep and treacherous goat-trail.

      Why couldn’t the hermit-monk live on an idyllic beach? Why a cave high in the heart of the Carpathian Mountains? Of course, if his portal magic was working properly, where the monk lived wouldn’t be a problem. Instead of opening up outside the monk’s cave, it had dumped him half-way down the mountain. He’d been so good at portals when he’d had his cupid power – but all he had now was his warlock power and it didn’t seem to like the way he’d always made portals. The only good thing was that it was strong and growing stronger every day, just as the HBG had said it would now it wasn’t tamped down by his cupid power. Maybe it was just that this magic was different. Perhaps he had to figure out a different way of using it than the one he’d been trained in.

      Maybe he should talk about it with Rinna. She’d done so much research into all sorts of magic over the years. She could probably help him. And maybe in helping him, she could help herself. He knew she was still struggling with her magic too. They were quite the pair.

      “You will both figure it out,” the HBG spirit said into his mind.

      “I’m glad you’re confident.”

      “It’s not confidence. I know you use your combined magic to free me and then together we all defeat Clodia and complete your vows.”

      “I wish you’d let me tell Rinna that part. It might help ease her worry and doubt.” He pressed his hand against his chest, where he could feel that worry and doubt – and fear – tainting the glory that was their bond.

      “I can’t. Her knowing would affect the outcome because she won’t do what must be done.”

      “And that would be?”

      “I cannot say.”

      “Full of information, aren’t you?”

      “I tell you what I can. If I could tell you more, believe me, I would.”

      “But the way she’s feeling … you know it’s a problem right?”

      “All I can say is that it will resolve itself in the fullness of time. You have to trust me on this.”

      “I do. Although you make it difficult at times. She’s my soulmate. I want to share everything with her and it burns that I can’t. I’m pretty sure she can feel I’m keeping things from her.”

      “In time, that will be resolved as well. You just have to trust in the strength of your bond.”

      He did – although, even soul-bonds could be eroded by secrets and lies. He’d seen too much evidence of that in the relationships between Gods and Goddesses he’d once thought inseparable. But that wasn’t going to happen to him and Rinna. He wouldn’t let it.

      He straightened, concentrating on breathing slow and deep – the air was thin this far up, not to mention cold, and given he no longer had his cupid power, it was taking him longer than usual to acclimatise and recover. It took a few minutes, but finally he had his breath back enough to restart the climb. “This better be worth it,” he puffed.

      Rinna’s lead suggested there was an extensive library here featuring unique texts on the old Gods and their mysteries, including the Goddess Ostara and the unique power released at Oestra. If he got up there and found nothing, he’d be pretty pissed.

      “On the bright side, the view is breathtaking.”

      Cold wind whipped around him, snow crystals fluttering in his face, sticking to his eyelashes. He brushed them away and used his magic to dry his sweat-dampened clothes, thankful he’d thought to put on a ski-jacket and beanie before coming. He trudged on up the hill, the icy air like pricking knives in his lungs.

      His thoughts returned to the issue of his portals and why they kept dumping him so far from his intended target. Kyria – his and Rinna’s trainer at the Ceraunian Mountains training camp 2,000 years ago – had always said portal accuracy relied on both strength of power and strength of will – he had the will, but his warlock magic still couldn’t hold a candle to his cupid one.

      “Utter rubbish,” the HBG growled.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your warlock power isn’t weaker. In fact, in many ways, it’s stronger. Your trainers were idiots.”

      He almost chuckled. “You sound like Violetta.”

      “Sensible woman.”

      “She said they seriously undervalued the power I got from my mother’s side of the family.”

      “And she would be right. But then, it does not surprise me they had such little foresight. This is where the Gods and Goddesses are truly up themselves, thinking that their powers are the bees-knees when the truth is something else entirely. If only you had been trained in full, we wouldn’t have to go through this ridiculous charade now.”

      “Charade? What Rinna and I have been going through over the last five months is hardly a charade. It’s exhaustingly real and difficult. And worrying, made worse by the fact you won’t⁠—”

      “Not won’t. Can’t.”

      Tamuel rolled his eyes. “Fine … you can’t tell us exactly how we are supposed to do what you need us to do.”

      “I’ve told you, you must discover much of it yourself. The curse that binds me in this gem doesn’t allow me to collude with others to help get me out. I’ve found a small way around it because of who you and Rinna are, but there is much I cannot say. I wish I could, but I am quite literally unable to.”

      “Doesn’t make it any less frustrating,” he said as he continued to trudge up the steep path, the cold quickly stealing his breath again.

      “Your frustration is a fraction of mine. Imagine being locked in a gem, unable to do anything to help free yourself even though you know exactly what must be done.”

      Tamuel stroked his chest where the gem lay under his skin. “I’m sorry. I saw what being trapped by a curse did to my father and I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. But at least you know it can be broken. I didn’t think mine could – until I met Rinna again.”

      “Neither situation is ideal. The Gods have much to repent for.”

      “I’m not angry with Eros – he cursed me to save me; and put in the loophole knowing one day I could be free. And it wasn’t a God or Goddess who cursed my mother and father – that was all Clodia.”

      “Because she wanted a Goddess’ power. You cannot convince me, Tamuel, that the Gods did not play their part in that. If they’d wanted to stop her, they could have, and yet they didn’t. They were happy to see the misery that came from her grab for power, and someone somewhere is still revelling in the pain that is continuing because of it.”

      “You know, when you get out of there, you really are going to have to let go of your animosity against the Gods. You cannot take them on and win.”

      “We all have a path to walk. You must allow me to walk mine whatever that might be. But first, I need to help you walk yours.”

      “Bloody double standard,” he panted as he rounded the switch-back in the trail, the steepness of the path making his legs feel like jelly.

      “You need to work on your fitness.”

      “Not even … the fittest … mountain climber,” he gasped, “would be able … to do this … without getting … winded. It’s how quickly … I recover … that’s the tell of … my fitness.”

      “And not passing out before you get there.”

      “That too,” he said, chuckling – or, more correctly, wheezing – at her acerbic tone.

      Finally, the path came to a flat surface of rock that jutted out before the cave, the entry of which was blocked by rockfall. He stepped closer, pulling his magic around him and into his hand, then waved it in the air.

      Around the edge of the cave, runes and symbols, traced deep in the rock, began to glow. “This monk … better be home,” he panted, reaching out to touch a series of runes and symbols that Rinna’s research had shown would allow him entry.

      Deep in the mountain, a rumbling started. The earth around him shook. Slivers of stone and dirt came free and rained down from the rocks above. For a moment, he worried there might be an avalanche. He pulled his magic to him, ready to open a quick portal, not caring where it might spill him out as long as it got him away in case the mountain did start to come down. He was immortal, not invulnerable.

      A door slid open in the rockfall.

      A man stepped out of the opening, dark hood masking his features.

      “Tamuel. My old friend. Welcome to my home.” He pushed the hood back to reveal a face Tamuel hadn’t seen for many centuries. A handsome face of chiselled lines and palest skin. Surrounded by the blackest of hair that matched black pupils that forever twinkled with mischief.

      “Loki. What the fuck are you doing here? And what did you do with my hermit-monk?”

      Loki actually blanched. “Ah, well. About that. I might have played a little trick on your beloved by putting a morsel of information in her way that would lead you here.”

      “You little bastard. Why would you do that?” Tamuel made a grab at him, but Loki jumped back, his laughter lighting the air around them.

      “Now, now. No need for violence. There’s a reason – a good reason – I did what I did. One meant to help, not hinder. Just come inside and let me explain.”

      Tamuel glowered at the God he’d once called friend many centuries ago, before relations between the pantheons became rocky. “Why should I trust you?”

      “Because we’re best buds!”

      “Are we?”

      “Well, that’s not nice.” Loki pouted, but Tamuel didn’t budge, just crossed his arms and arched his brow. Loki dropped his pout and, eyes twinkling, said, “Come on. Just hear me out. For old times’ sake. You won’t regret it.”

      “I’ve heard that before,” Tamuel muttered. “And then I always end up in the worst trouble of my life.”

      Loki put one hand over his chest. “I swear on my eternal life, no harm will come to you. I only seek to help you and your beloved in your quest to stop the hated Clodia.”

      Tamuel stiffened. “What do you know about it?” Nobody was supposed to know anything.

      “Whispers on the wind, my friend. They all speak to me.” Loki waved expansively, his shoulder-length hair whipping back from his face in a fae wind Tamuel knew he used for effect.

      “Loki. Stop the farce and just tell me what you know.”

      Loki dropped his hands and the wind died down. “You’re a party-pooper, you know that? I didn’t think losing your cupid power meant you’d lose your sense of humour.”

      “Loki, I swear to the Eternal Well …”

      “Sensitive much? But I get it. Nix-may on the losing the pupid-cowers-nay,” he said, making a zipping motion across his mouth.

      As the HBG chuckled in his head over the complete bastardisation of pidgin English, Tamuel muttered, “I don’t have time for this,” and did an about face.

      But before he could take a step, Loki leapt forward and grabbed his arm, swinging him back around. “I’m sorry. I promise, I’ll behave. Just come inside and share a drink and I will reveal all. Well, I’ll reveal what I know and how I’m going to help you, which will be better than revealing the mysterious ‘all’. And it starts with a valuable bit of information I have about a certain ring that might be the very thing to help you on your little task.”

      “A ring?” Had Loki finally gone insane? How could a ring help them?

      “Hear him out.”

      “The ring is important?”

      The HBG made a muffled sound – she was being forced to be quiet by the curse that bound her.

      So it was important.

      Crap.

      “Come on, Tam.” He fluttered his eyes. “You know you’ve never been able to say me nay.”

      Even though he knew it was probably a mistake – whatever Loki had to tell him would not come cheap – the HBG had indicated this was key. Besides, he did not want to go back to Rinna empty-handed. So, shaking his head, he said, “Fine. I’ll come with you.”

      Smile widening, Loki gestured towards the entrance. It glimmered slightly around the edges with Loki’s signature ruby red.

      A portal. “Where are you taking me, because I know it’s not into that cave.”

      “To my private home. It’s far more comfortable than anywhere else in this godforsaken Realm.”

      Tamuel pointed a finger at him. “I won’t be drinking any of your mead.”

      Loki blew a raspberry. “Spoilsport. But I understand. You want to stay all respectable for your one and only.”

      “Yes. I do.”

      “And you’ve got important things to do.”

      “Yes.”

      “So, follow, follow, my good ex-cupid, and discover what your old friend Loki can once again do for you.” And so saying, he turned and skipped through the portal.

      “Are you sure we can trust him?” he asked the gem.

      “Trust? No. But follow him you must.”

      “Rinna will kill me if she finds out I’m dealing with Loki.”

      “It’s not Korinna you should be worried about.”

      Shaking his head, Tamuel stepped through the portal.
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