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“Where did you say you found it?”

Sophie Merallyn peered down at the medallion resting in the palm of her hand and frowned at the muted hum of magic emanating from it.

The middle-aged woman’s hands fluttered nervously, before clenching them at her waist.  “In my mother’s attic.  She passed away last year and I’ve been working my way through her house, getting everything in order.  This was in a wooden box at the bottom of a trunk.  When I showed it to Owen, he thought you might be able to tell me something about it...translate what the words mean, maybe?  I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Sophie nodded, her frown deepening as she studied the medallion, not surprised the woman didn’t recognize the language.  Most people rarely even thought about the Night Realm, let alone had heard any of the languages spoken there.  

Covering her entire palm, it was large and round, made of antique burnished gold with black markings around the edge and a twisting symbol taking up its center.  Five black, faceted jewels were spaced between the words on the edge with the largest jewel in the dead center of the circle.  

She rubbed her thumb gently over the surface, feeling the tingle of magic respond to her touch.  

There was power in this medallion.  

Real power.

The question was, who had put it there and why?

The woman moved closer and peered down at the medallion, worrying her lower lip as she did so.  “Can you read it?”

Sophie nodded.  “Yes.  I’m just trying to translate for you...”

Pursing her lips, she began turning the medallion on her palm, reading the words curling around its edge as she did so and mentally translating.  Lines in her forehead grew deeper as the words revealed themselves to be a contract of some sort.

Blood promise...eternally tied...price of a child....

The magic suddenly spiked, snapping the metal to her palm with a power so strong it yanked the breath from her.  She fell to her knees, as a stream of shadow erupted out of the medallion and began creeping up her arm, twisting around it before rapidly flowing to cover her entire body.

Eyes wide in shock, Sophie frantically tried to summon her own powers, cursing herself for being so careless even as the shadowy ribbon sank into her skin.

Agony speared through her and she was helpless to stop the scream that ripped from her lips.  It felt like every cell in her body was being ruthlessly torn apart, piece by tiny piece. Tears streamed down her face as she clawed at the floor with one hand, the other still held captive by the medallion.

“I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry!”

The woman’s face appeared in front of hers, tears streaming down the lined face.  “I didn’t know it would be like this.  Truly I didn’t!  He never said it would hurt you!”

Looking up into her devastated face, Sophie realized she’d walked carelessly into a trap.  

“Why?”

“My daughter is dying.  My baby girl.  Alice is only six and the doctors say she...she won’t make it to her seventh birthday.  I didn’t know what else to do-where to go.  He promised he’d heal her if I got you to hold that medallion and read what it said.  But he never said it would hurt you!” she wailed frantically and Sophie shuddered from the pain, the threat of losing consciousness growing stronger as her body fought to find a way to combat the intense punishment it was under.

“Who?” she rasped, “who told you that?”

“A-a Darkling.  He said his name was Malek.”

Sophie’s eyes closed on a sob of pain as understanding flooded through her.  

Malek.

It didn’t surprise her that he was behind this.  He’d obviously gotten tired of waiting for things to change between them.  Though what he intended to accomplish by subjecting her to this debilitating agony, she didn’t know.

What she did know, was that she needed help right away or her body was going to shut down in an attempt to heal itself and she’d be left at the mercy of whatever else Malek had planned.

Cadrian!  Cadrian, I need you!

Immediately, the air around her shifted with intense power and she knew that he had come.  Strong, gentle hands lifted her into his arms and her eyes fluttered open briefly to find him looking down at her grimly.  She heard the woman babbling her explanation and then everything went blessedly dark.
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Three months later...

“You know you have to go back eventually.”

Sophie closed her eyes briefly at the sound of Cadrian’s gentle tone behind her before reluctantly turning her head away from the window to face him.

“I know” she admitted and he studied her face before moving to lean against the wall next to her.  Tucked into one of the window seats in Cadrian’s castle, Maerwyth, she pulled her legs up against her chest and waited for the gentle push back into the outside world she’d been expecting for weeks now.

Cadrian’s lips quirked briefly as he interpreted the thoughts flitting across her face.  “It’s not as bad as all that.  I’m not kicking you out.”

“No?  I know it’s time-it’s been three months,” she admitted with a sigh, “I just...I feel like everything’s changed.  That my life is all off-kilter.”

“It is,” he agreed easily, earning a wry look from her that he met with a slight smile, “now you have to adjust to what it’s become.  You can’t undo the choice you made-or the consequences of that choice-but, that doesn’t mean you have to let it rule you either.  One of the reasons I chose you as a Guardian was because of your ability to quickly adapt.  Life never holds you back, because you’re open to change.  You’re willing to adjust your way of viewing a problem. The way you think and act.  Usually” he amended and a hint of a smile crossed her face in response.

Raising a hand, she called forward one of her newest powers and watched as a tiny ball of flickering silvery, black energy glowed just above her palm.

“Usually,” she agreed before letting her hand drop, the ball disappearing, “I don’t even know what he did to me.  Why he did it.  Somehow he actually gave me some of the powers of a Darkling!  How is that even possible?” she questioned, still in shock three months later.

Cadrian hesitated before shrugging, making her suspect that he knew more than he was telling her.

“Malek is...different.  Always has been.  With two parents as Dark Ones-both Ancients-he’s bound to have some abilities different from other Darklings.”

“I know that, it’s just...I still can’t figure out...why?” she in bewilderment.

“Maybe you need to ask him that,” Cadrian remarked quietly and she looked away, not wanting to admit that he was right.  “Maerwyth is open to you, Sophie, you know that.  You’re welcome to stay here for as long as you need, for as long as it takes.  But, I think you’ll find your balance faster if you confront him and get the answers you’re seeking.  I can’t explain his actions to you-only he can.”

She nodded, knowing he was right, but reluctant to take the next step.  To leave Maerwyth and go back to her life meant accepting that the old Sophie was gone and in her place was a woman she didn’t quite recognize.  It meant learning a new way of thinking, moving, acting, and, while the old Sophie would have changed easily with each new curve thrown at her, the new Sophie wasn’t feeling quite that confident.

Malek had seriously shaken her up and she wasn’t quite sure whether she was ready to face him, despite knowing she needed to.

“I’ll let you think it over.  Aisley’s making pot roast and berry cobbler for dinner so I’d better go make sure none of the other Guardians are trying to sneak a preview taste” he said with amusement, wringing a reluctant laugh from Sophie.

“Good luck with that” she responded, knowing it was probably too late.  Cadrian’s wife was a chef and a really, really good one at that.  Maerwyth had become an even more popular place to congregate since she’d started putting out meals designed to please royalty.  

At the first hint of something cooking, a crowd of hungry warriors would descend on the kitchen and by the time they’d taste-tested a little of this and a little of that, half the meal was gone.  Aisley had taken to forbidding anyone from coming into the kitchen before mealtimes, but several Guardians attempted to charm their way in-including her husband.

The amusement faded from her face as Cadrian left, the ever-present hum of intense power that always surrounded him, fading.  Blowing out a sigh, she turned back to the window and stared sightlessly out at the water crashing up against the rocks down below.

Unbidden, an image of Malek’s darkly handsome face appeared in her head, his distinctive obsidian eyes with its ring of glowing blue watching her with the focused intentness of a predator.

There shouldn’t be any way that they were Seraphins and yet...they were.  She’d known it the first time she saw him, swinging a sword with one hand and shooting blasts of pure energy with the other.

They’d been fighting on opposite sides of a frantic, bloody battle when she’d first spotted him.  With raven dark hair, wide shoulders and the breathtaking face of an angel, he’d looked too beautiful to be real.  And too deadly to be anything but a Darkling.

She hadn’t been able to take her eyes off of him-not the smartest thing to do in the midst of a battle-and when he’d raised his head, that inky gaze catching hers, she’d known with a sinking stomach, that her life would never be the same again.  

They’d fought their way to each other, both of them skilled in the art of war, until it had been just the two of them in a deadly dance of flashing swords.  Then, there came a moment when their swords were crossed above their heads and Malek just reached forward and kissed her with a hunger that shocked them both.

He was the enemy.  And not just any enemy, but a Darkling.  She should have pulled one of her hidden daggers out and thrust it into his heart, opened a gate and sent him back to the Night Realm to die.  She should have shoved him away in disgust and called for reinforcements from one of the other Guardians battling their way through the field.

Instead, she’d kissed him back.  

With swords still crossed above their heads, their lips had clung to each other and Sophie had felt the recognition of his soul, the rush of completeness at his touch that only Seraphin’s had.  They each held a tiny piece of the other's soul within them to help them recognize the other and, with one kiss, there was no denying that the Creators had paired them together long ago.

To say the others witnessing the exchange-on both sides of the battle-were shocked would be an understatement.  Malek had pulled back and they’d just stared at each other before he abruptly opened a gate and strode through, never looking back.

For the next eighty years they’d engaged in a dance of sorts, recognizing that there was a tie between them that couldn’t be ignored and yet...they were enemies.  There were times when he appeared out of nowhere to help her.  And times when she recognized his touch in some plan the Guardians were trying to unravel.  They would find each other in unlikely places, have quiet moments of conversation in the dark and kisses that ranged from gentle questing to almost bruising passion.  He’d saved her more times than she could count-she’d be in a situation that seemed hopeless until suddenly, without warning, he was there.

She’d been confused about what to do for almost a century.  There was no denying that they were Seraphins and yet, what were the Creators thinking?  They’d paired a Blackstar Guardian with a Darkling-two natural enemies.  How could they possibly find a common ground?  A place to live comfortably together?  It seemed impossible and she’d reconciled herself to just continuing on as they had, in confusing limbo.

Until three months ago when she’d gone to help out a friend of a friend and found herself changed forever.

Looking down at the hand resting in her lap, she called forward the magic lying dormant inside her and instantly energy began to form on her palm, flickering with deadly power.  

The first time she’d made it manifest during a practice session with Cadrian, she’d stared at the wall still smoking from the blast of pure energy, frozen in shock and horror.  There was no possible way that she could wield the silvery black bolt of a Darkling.  As a human, her abilities were limited to a few mental ones-dream navigating and wielding energy fields, as well as the various enhanced senses she’d gained when she became a Guardian.

But now she could suddenly move things with her thoughts, throw blasts of lethal energy and a host of other Gifts she’d never had before.  At first, she’d felt like a baby, totally unprepared for what she was able to do, unwieldy and unable to control anything.  Cadrian had worked intensely with her those first few weeks, showing her how to harness and use her new powers-pushing her with the unflappable insistence he had until she could bend them to her will without thinking.

She’d grown more adept with practice, incorporating them in with her fighting style as she’d trained with the other Guardians, but it all still felt alien to her.  She might look the same on the outside, but she could feel how different she was inside.  She’d gone through a lot of changes throughout her life and yes, as Cadrian had mentioned, she had adapted easily to each of them.  The difference was, each time she’d changed an element of who she was before, she’d been the one choosing to do it.

Malek had taken that choice from her and now it felt like she’d been tossed, totally unprepared, into a new life she couldn’t quite get a handle on.  

Sighing, she silently accepted that there was only one way to fix the uncertainty thrumming through her and that was to tackle it head on.

Closing a fist over the ball of energy on her palm, she firmed her chin and straightened up.  Blowing out a breath, she stood up and headed upstairs to pack.

It was time to go home.
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The air felt cool, with that crisp freshness only autumn brings.  Multi-colored leaves rustled in the trees and crunched underfoot as Sophie stepped out of nothing-teleportation just one more ‘present’ from Malek she’d never had before- onto the edge of Mystic Harbor.

Cradled in the curve of the Callae river right in the heart of Ravenna, Mystic Harbor was one of the oldest quarters of Calladoneia’s capital city.  Like Anconia Gardens to the south, it had developed into a vibrant area of commerce and urban living where all races intermingled peaceably.

Its narrow, twisting cobblestone streets hid shops-many that had been there for centuries-where anything you needed could be purchased.  Restaurants, taverns and clubs catered to every taste from cutting edge to country comfort and there was a comfortably familiar air about the whole area.  Where Anconia Gardens was immaculately kept elegance, Mystic Harbor felt cozy and community-centered.

She had bought a townhouse on its outer edges when she’d first become a Guardian, over a century before.  Set in the center of a block of gray stone townhomes, each house’s entrance was separated by a small front garden surrounded by wrought iron fences.  

She had fallen in love with the old world architecture and its perfect positioning, snapping it up without a second of hesitation.  The front of her house looked out onto a large city park while the back boasted a larger than normal yard overlooking the wide Callae river.

The park was now a wash of autumn colors, the lush green of its expansive lawns setting off the cheerful colors of the fall flowers blooming in carefully kept beds.  The lampposts had been decorated with hanging baskets of gourds, nuts and flowers in warm shades of yellow, red and orange and, as shadows started to lengthen in the coming darkness, the welcoming light of the lamps illuminated the pathways.

Cutting through the park on a familiar path, her steps became automatic as she moved toward home.  The park was still busy even this early in the evening and a smile flitted across her face as she walked by a group of boys kicking a ball around, a determined younger sister pumping after them.  

A few more curves in the path and she emerged on the small street winding its way in front of the townhouses.  Suddenly anxious to be among her own things after three months away, her steps quickened as she crossed the road and unlatched the black, lacy wrought iron gate surrounding her tiny front yard.

She stepped through and let the gate close with a soft clang behind her as she swept the small space with a smile.

Months of neglect should have produced a front walk of brown weeds and overgrown hedges.  Instead, thick green bushes melded together tidily, creating a sense of privacy from the other front yards on either side of her.  Mosses and flowering potted plants were tucked along the wide steps and iron railing that led up to the dark green front door.  Everything looked neat, well kept and remarkably healthy.

Allandra’s doing, no doubt, she surmised while mounting the steps and pulling out the large, old-fashioned key that still opened the front door.  

One of her best friends and a fellow Blackstar Guardian, Allandra had been born a Naethyrian and had the green thumb gifted to her people.  It was obvious that her friend had spent some time keeping her garden lush during her time away.  She’d have to send her their favorite box of chocolates as a thank you, she decided with a mental note.

Sophie...

A coaxing voice whispered through her head and she froze, recognizing the intoxicatingly smooth voice even as awareness shivered through her.  She paused with the door half open and looked over her shoulder at the parkland across from her house.  

Invite me in...

She searched the shadows beneath the crowded forest of trees and found him, standing motionless as he watched her.  At the same time, she felt the strange pull inside her he had somehow created, the alienness she still couldn’t quite explain.

Giving her head a small shake, she turned and pushed the door all the way open.

“Not tonight, Malek” she answered aloud softly before stepping inside the house and quietly closing the door.

She leaned back against the smooth wood and closed her eyes, suddenly unsure of whether she was strong enough to withstand his pull.  Her coming back wasn’t a sign that she was giving in to whatever he wanted from her-this was her time to adjust to the changes in her life and to decide what path she needed to take.  

Malek would be a part of that path now-there wasn’t any way around that-but, she wasn’t going to let him dictate that part either.  He wasn’t happy about her still having a choice, she admitted with a quirk of her lips as she pushed away from the door and reached out a hand to flick on the entry lights.

She could feel his annoyance through their mental link.

Slipping off the cream dress coat she’d worn to ward off the autumn chill, she hung it up in the hall closet before moving through the house she’d put together with so much love.  Lights flickered on as she moved gracefully through the downstairs rooms, reacquainting herself with the chintz, overstuffed furniture in the front room where it faced the white marble fireplace, the library with its polished mahogany shelves filled with leather-bound books, the small study’s delicate white furniture and wide windows looking out over the large back garden and, finally, the bright kitchen with marble counters and detailed cabinetry.

The house was elegant, warm and quirky-just as she was-and she loved every minute she spent there.  Too often her job had her traveling the globe for weeks at a time, hunting down information, leads and those who would threaten the planet.  Every time she stepped through the front door, her soul seemed to sigh in relief as it left the worries and stress behind on the front steps.

Stomach rumbling, she slipped off her shoes and let them lie negligently in the hallway as she went in search of something to eat.  After so many months, she didn’t expect anything but stale crackers, but to her surprise, she found more evidence of those who loved her.

A large basket filled with all sorts of chocolate products, from raspberry dark chocolate cocoa to cream-filled truffles sat on the island in the middle of the kitchen, accompanied by a note from Allandra that read “Eat lots of chocolate.  There has never been a problem in history that chocolate can’t solve!”

Shaking her head with a smile, she popped one of the truffles in her mouth before opening up the refrigerator.  Inside were several cartons holding some of her favorite comfort foods from her childhood.  Another card revealed this one to be from her mother, who had dropped off the meal before heading back to Anconia.  Along with the meal was a reminder to call if she needed help or just wanted an ear to listen.

Tears stung her eyes, the unexpected kindness greatly appreciated, and she carried both the meal and the basket into her front room where she lit a fire, turned on the viewing screen and curled up on the couch to drown her uncertainties in fattening foods and the smooth creaminess of chocolate.

With her stomach full and the fire crackling comfortingly, she nodded off, her arms curled around one of the velvet, tasseled pillows from the couch.

As her eyes drifted shut, the room around her became fuzzy and indistinct before disappearing completely.  She blinked in surprise as her surroundings became clearer and revealed that she was now standing outside in the park.

It was dark, the trees indistinct looming shapes overhead, but her enhanced eyesight allowed her to see clearly as she picked out the empty park benches and the pond rippling in the gentle, cool evening breeze.  The park was oddly quiet with all the people gone and there was a faint fuzziness at the edges of her vision.

She was clearly dreaming.  One of her Gifts was dream navigating-the ability to travel through other’s dreams.  Usually, she controlled when and where she traveled, but occasionally she was unwittingly pulled into another’s dream-usually by someone with a strong connection to her.  

She turned, sweeping the dark landscape around her, before slowly moving toward the pond.  Grasping the iron railing surrounding it, she peered down at the gently rippling water and considered just whose dream she was in-and why.

The answer came a moment later as all the nerve endings in her body stood up and the shiver of awareness that only came with him snaked down her spine.

Malek.

Turning slowly around, they stared at each other silently for a long time before she dragged in a breath and broke the tension building between them.

“You pulled me into a dream without asking” she pointed out, leaning back against the railing.

Wide shoulders shrugged.  “Yes.”

Faint amusement flitted across her face at the simple answer.  That was so like Malek. Totally unapologetic for who he was and what he did.  He answered to a different moral standard than she did and didn’t let it bother him in the least.  There was no doubt in her mind that he didn’t see anything at all wrong with yanking her into his dream world without her permission.

The amusement faded as quickly as it came and her face grew serious as she looked at him.

“Why am I here, Malek?”

He shrugged again, hands thrust deep in his pockets as he studied her.

“You wouldn’t talk to me.”

She gave a sharp bark of laughter as she shook her head.  “I’ve only been home for a few hours!  You couldn’t wait until tomorrow?” she demanded.

“I’ve been waiting for three months” he answered quietly, “things are...different now and we need to discuss it.”

She looked down at her hands and nodded.  “Things are different,” she agreed before looking up at him fiercely, “you changed me!  You tricked me and changed me without giving me any choice at all! Why did you do this? How did you do this?” she demanded in frustration, holding up her hand and calling forward the power inside her to create a crackle of energy on her fingers.

He was still for a moment before answering.  “You wouldn’t come to me otherwise” he answered simply and Sophie stared at him, nonplussed by his answer.

There was a wealth of emotion behind that simple statement, a history and uncertainty they shared.  For over a century they’d danced around each other, feeling the intense pull between them, but neither knowing how to breach the problem of who they both were.

She had felt her own frustrations over the years, the tumult of emotions knowing he was her Seraphin and her enemy at the same time.  No workable solution had ever presented itself, but she’d also known that eventually, they would have to do something.

Malek, obviously, had tired of waiting and had taken things into his own hands.

“What exactly did you do?” she demanded.

“I tied you to me.”

Frustration bubbled up inside her and she pushed away from the railing to pace in agitation.

“Tied me to you-how?”

“We’re...connected.  I can find you anywhere now, can speak to your mind no matter how far apart we are.  You can’t run away anymore.”

His answer was simple and vague at the same time, giving her hints but no real answers about what he’d done.  There was a wealth of information left unsaid, but she could tell he was going to keep the details of those secrets close to him.  For a moment she considered pushing it, but in the end, decided to let it go for now.  

They were both immortal and, since they were now ‘tied together’ somehow, there was plenty of time to wrestle Malek’s secrets out of him.

She glanced up to find him watching her, as though waiting for her to work something out.  Her main concern lately had been dealing with the changes sweeping through her and she’d already expressed her unhappiness with his actions in that regard.  What else was there?

“What?” she demanded finally after coming up with a blank, crossing her arms in front of her and lifting an eyebrow impatiently.

“We should talk about the price you agreed to” he answered casually and she frowned, not understanding what he meant.

“What price?”  

“The medallion.  When you invoked the spell within it, you agreed to its terms,” he paused and a feeling of dread crawled up Sophie’s spine at the hint of triumph sparking in his eyes, “you owe me a child, Sophie” he finished and she froze, staring at him.

“A child?” she repeated dumbly and he nodded, letting any hint of pretense go as he let satisfaction bloom across his face.

“The spell was quite clear in its wording” he reminded her with a slight smile, “and in it, you promised me a child.  Your child.”

Sophie’s mouth worked soundlessly before she swallowed hard.

A child.  
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