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Chapter One
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Evelyn Wright froze in the dawn’s dim light as danger casually loped into her life. Startled, her mind at first denied what she was seeing, then kicked in and began madly sorting through everything she’d ever read, seen, or heard about wildlife encounters and wilderness survival.

Keep your distance. Maintain eye contact. Make yourself as big as possible.

Damn. Was that for bears?

Stay calm. Back away slowly and deliberately and speak in a low, firm voice. Raise your arms above your head. Don’t turn your back or run.

Yeah, Evie. Definitely, don’t run.

She sifted deeper into her memories. Don’t act like a prey animal. If approached, yell and be as loud as possible. Haze the beast. Be alpha and own your space.

Yes. No, wait. You did that when you ran into one or two coyotes. What do you do for a whole gang?

She took a deep breath and focused on what was in front of her. Did they pose a threat? 

For a second her imagination overpowered her common sense. The grotesque image of a blood-soaked jacket, torn flesh, and snarling brutes fighting over body parts flashed through her mind. 

Nonsense.

Knowing these normally timid creatures didn’t usually prey on humans, she tamped down her rising anxiety and fought the urge to run screaming back to her truck, praying she made it before the horde caught her.

Do. Not. Run.

Moving with the utmost care, Evie slipped deeper into the woods. The dense aspen, pine, and underbrush surrounding the trail would provide her some cover. She pressed herself to the surface of the nearest tree and watched the pack, ignoring the discomfort as rough bark and remnants of broken limbs dug into her skin.

The group remained a good distance away, frolicking and exploring the quiet area. If she was really, really lucky and remained still and quiet, they may move on, having never noticed her.  

She crossed her fingers.

A coyote broke away and trotted up onto a slight rise, raised its head, and sniffed the air. Evie cursed under her breath as the stiff-legged sentry woofed and fixed its unwavering gaze in her direction. Two others stopped their play and following the guard’s lead, tested the light breeze.

So much for luck.

Was she upwind or downwind? Evie brought her hand to her mouth, licked a finger, and checked.

Shit. They can smell me.

She mentally kicked herself. She was paying now for her distraction when she’d left the truck. No way was she prepared for an animal encounter. Her hand missed the sturdy weight of her walking stick. And her spray? Yeah. The pepper spray she always carried with her remained behind in the truck’s glove compartment, safe and sound. She didn’t even have her cell phone, left behind to charge. 

Damn it, she knew better. When you’re out alone in the wild, you gotta be prepared to protect yourself. And was she?

Hell no.

The sentry sent out a sharp howl. Several more creatures trotted down a short hill and stopped just short of the tree line. How many were there? Her limited vision counted five, maybe six including the newcomers. 

Six? That’s unusual.

They stood and watched, smelling the air. A large brute, most likely the alpha, appeared and gave a high-pitched yip-howl. The gang rallied around the newcomer with joyful whines, yelps, and howls. 

The leader acknowledged the band then raised his head to test the breeze. He took several steps, stopped, and tested again. Although the throng was still some distance away, every one of them was looking in her direction. 

Evie knew her time was up.

She moved from the tree she’d plastered herself to and keeping an eye on the animals, backed away in the direction of her truck. One step became two, then three, then four. 

Even though the group stared at her, they didn’t move. She kept going, as quickly, carefully, and quietly as possible.

“You can do this,” Evie whispered. “It’s not that far,” she reassured herself in a low-pitched voice. “When you started this, you were almost two football fields away. You’re closer now. You’ll get there soon.” 

During her impromptu pep talk, her tone had changed from shaky and breathless to unnaturally high. “Now stop talking,” she squeaked, “before they hear you.”

The pack hadn’t changed from their position near a grouping of rocks butted up against a steep hill. Encouraged, Evie kept moving. When she got to the tree line where the forest met the meadow, the large coyote gave out a bark that evolved into a long, high-pitched howl.

That sounds like a warning. Should I haze them?

After a couple yips, all the beasts started to howl, running chills down her spine. Evie clasped her hands to her ears to deafen the eerie sound. What was going on? A movement far up the hill caught her eye. A smaller coyote and several tiny pups wandered out of the woods.

Shit. Babies. This really complicates things.

She might have a chance to disappear while the young ones distracted the group. Fifty yards of lush green grass separated the tree line from the parking lot and the sanctuary of her truck.

Before she left the safety of the forest for the clearing, she needed a deterrent, just in case. A quick inventory told her there wasn’t much this close to the meadow. Small limbs and sticks littered the ground near a fallen tree. 

She selected a long, thin, piece of wood. The length would give her some distance from any opponent and the broken twigs would give the weapon some nice sharp edges. Evie hefted her impromptu bat. The lumber had good weight. It would do.

She glanced at the restless animals. They were more animated now, their yips and howls growing in urgency and frequency. As much as she didn’t want to, she knew she had to move.

Get your damn keys out, Evie. It would be a shame to get bit in the butt because you can’t get into the truck.

Evie balanced the spiky wood between her knees, dug in her pocket, and quietly pulled out her keys. She wrapped the leather strap around her wrist and palmed the metal. 

Seconds would count when she got to the vehicle. 

She picked up her stick and stepped out into the open, walking quickly and carefully across the spiky grass. Her long legs rapidly covered the distance. She was halfway there when she tripped and sprawled forward, her makeshift club and keys flying out of her hands. She hit the ground hard.

Damn it.

The pack started in her direction, yipping and growling. Evie scrambled to her feet and took her eyes off the pack long enough to look at what had caused her fall.

A sword.

Seriously? A sword? What the hell was a sword doing in a mountain meadow?

Who cares, Evie? It’s a weapon. Pick it up!

She bent, wrapped both hands around the hilt, and lifted the blade high. “Get outta here, you bastards,” she screamed at the threatening fiends, determined to scare them off.

A second later, the blade she clutched emitted a low vibration. A pulse ran through her hands, down her arms, and into her shoulders. Her body shuddered and jerked in reaction as the sensation increased, shooting down her back. As the metal sang, the scenery around her faded and turned to black.

“Oooooooohhhhhh ssshhhhhiiiiiiiiiiii....”

Every scrap of oxygen around her vanished, leaving her only what was left in her lungs. She pressed her lips together, conserving her air. 

There was no light. No charging mob of enraged coyotes. No forest sprinkled with rays of early morning sunshine. Suddenly, brilliant colors replaced the blackness. Streaming by in strips, they merged to create a warped rainbow stream. 

A pain she’d never before experienced followed by a sensation of falling forcibly expelled the air she was holding and doubled her over. She dropped her to her knees and sprawled forward, sword still in hand.

What the hell?

Evie inhaled deeply, grateful when her lungs filled with air. She coughed then panted, sucking in and blowing out the life-giving stuff. Evie let go the sword, sat back on her heels and looked around, taking in her surroundings. 

One thing was sure, she wasn’t outside anymore.

Curved walls were all around her now, forming some sort of enclosure. She listened. There was no sound other than the harshness of her breathing.

She struggled upward, trying to stand. She made it half way before falling once again to her knees when her wobbly legs refused to support her.

Guess I need a minute.

She rearranged her legs to a more comfortable position and continued her inspection. There wasn’t any daylight. The structure must have some sort of cover. She squinted but couldn’t see a ceiling in the hazy dimness. 

She returned her gaze to the area immediately around her.

Creamy white stone with swirling accents in black and varying shades of gray covered the floor. Through the gloom, she could see walls constructed of uniform blocks of the same stone, interspaced with beautifully carved wooden arches. Shadowy light reflected off the glossy rock and polished wood.

I’ve seen something like this before, but where?

The architecture held a distinctly Middle Eastern influence spiced with an unusual pinch of Celtic mystique. 

Unique.

Silence surrounded her. There was no early morning birdsong. No howling horde of coyotes. The temperature was comfortable with no discernable heat or coolness. A perfect environment. 

Calm, comfortable, and quiet.

A hard-to-place odor teased her memory. Neither pleasant nor unpleasant, Evie found the scent somewhat unusual and yet familiar. 

Dried flowers, wood, and just a sprinkling of dust. 

She smiled as the combination of aromas brought a recollection of treasure hunting through her grandmother’s attic. From the time she was a small child, the wealth of history had fascinated her. There was nothing she loved more than examining how people lived in other times and places. Her chosen profession as an archaeologist proved she’d realized a dream, cashing in on her never-ending impulses to explore the past.

She looked around. On an educated guess, she bet the shadowy alcoves intermittently branching off from the main room and disappearing into the murkiness led to something important or valuable. If true, that meant she was likely in the inner sanctuary of a church, the sanctum of a castle, or perhaps an elaborate tomb.

Cautious yet curious to explore, Evie tried again to rise, only to fall back again as a wave of dizziness hit. She leaned forward, pressing her forehead to the floor as she breathed long and deep until the lightheadedness subsided. 

She sat back, gasping as a nasty bout of nausea replaced the vertigo. “What the hell?” Evie muttered between gritted teeth, trying not to puke. Her voice rang out through the chamber, louder than expected. The sound echoed eerily as it danced along the stone. 

Was that my voice, or is something else in here?

The swell mimicking her voice flowed around the room in waves, reinforcing the illusion she wasn’t alone. Adrenalin added to her nausea. Evie whimpered as she tried to find her feet. Her boots slid along the polished marble, unable to gain any traction. She turned over and crawled toward the shadowy wall.

What if there is a monster-thing in here and it’s hungry? 

She sure as hell didn’t want to wind up something’s dinner. 

Or maybe it’s pissed off because I arrived uninvited and violated its house?

Breaking and entering had definitely not been on her agenda today, especially into a dwelling that may also house a monster.

And where the hell is the wall?

She inched towards the creamy blocks. As if in a bad dream, her vision morphed and stretched, making the wall seem to retreat. Her movements slowed, mocking her attempts to struggle forward. Pitiful mewling sounds leaked from her pinched lips, adding to the swell of sounds around her. Morbid thoughts featuring blood and guts accelerated her breathing and intensified her panic.

Determined to gain security among the shadows, Evie finally scrambled to her feet and ran. The lighting was too faint to see far, forcing her to dive into the first niche she came to.

A flight instinct surged through her body, leaving a thin veil of perspiration over her heated skin. She pressed trembling hands into the cool marble behind her and laid her head back, breathing deeply.

Too loud. Be quiet. 

She clamped her lips down on a fresh whimper. As much as she’d like to relieve her stress and let loose a primal scream, she knew the first thing you do when you’re in trouble is be quiet.

Out of the corner of her eye, a shadow shifted. Was she trapped in here with someone or something playing a sick game of hide and seek?

Clenching her hands into fists, she turned to face the menace. Wide-eyed, she scanned every inch of the room for the source of the apparition. She stared until her eyes watered.

Nothing.

She had to move. Get somewhere safe. Keeping her back to the wall, Evie crept along until she found another small, dark niche and fit herself into the tight space. Although there wasn’t much room, having something at her back and sides gave her a sense of security. She took a deep breath and exhaled softly, yearning for calm. 

Nausea returned. Deep in her belly. 

She leaned over, hands on her knees, and took in deep breaths, trying to calm the storm. Despite her best efforts, the roiling continued. Her mouth watered. Evie grit her teeth, doing what she could to suppress the violent urge to forcibly revisit her last meal. 

A sob rose and brought the taste of bitter bile to the back of her throat. A faint echo, animalistic and pitiful, parroted her distress and reverberated through the chamber before making its way down the walls.

She lost her breakfast.

Evie did her best to miss her boots as the spasms rid her stomach of everything she’d eaten since what seemed like last Christmas. The sounds of her retching echoed around the chamber, mocking her. Even though her hiding position was now in jeopardy, she couldn’t do anything about it.

If some damned fiend comes at me, I’ll puke on it.

As her nausea subsided, she rubbed the back of her hand across her mouth.

I gotta get outta here.

Evie glanced down, curled her lip, and tiptoed away from the evidence. She took a second to shake her boots hoping to flick away any barf that may be clinging to the smooth leather. 

A step or two later, a combination of adrenaline and recurring nausea hit her hard. She bit her lip. The pain sharpened her focus and prevented any betraying noises from squeaking past her ravaged throat. 

Evie scouted the area in front of her, moving forward one stinky, spattered boot at a time. There. In the dim light a few yards away. 

A doorway. 

She crept closer and peered in. Shadows filled the room. Shadows offered sanctuary. Sanctuary provided protection. Evie knew how to protect herself—get something solid at your back and have a weapon. 

Right now, she had neither.

Again, her hand missed her sturdy walking stick, procured after a series of nasty encounters with both two- and four-legged animals.

What about the sword?

Evie peered back at the main area. The artifact, shiny and tempting, lay in the middle of the room. 

She scowled at the relic. 

The thought of touching the cold metal again gave her no peace of mind. She’d bet good money the sword and her bizarre journey into this shadowy crypt were related. She glanced around, searching for any other option. There was nothing.

You have to, and you know it.

She didn’t know shit about using a sword, but the long blade, as ungainly as it might be, had to be better than a litany of harsh language and an extended middle finger if she ran into something.

Or someone. 

Less confident than she wanted to be, Evie crept from the shadows. She stopped, held her breath, and listened. Silence enveloped the chamber. No shadows shuffled in the dim light.

Evie moved as silently as someone wearing hiking boots could and crept toward the sword. The polished metal glowed with a hypnotizing effect, beckoning her. She reached out, palmed the hilt, and lifted the long blade. She was all in now, and this weapon could be the difference between life and death.

The same vibration as before engulfed her. Lasting only a few seconds, the effect strengthened and reinforced her. With newfound confidence, Evie cautiously returned to the doorway hidden in the gloom and peered inside. She made out several shapes in the dimness.

Good. Plenty of places to hide and get my shit together.

Trusting her instincts, she crept into the room. The light changed, growing brighter. Evie froze. A soft spotlight chased away the shadows and illuminated a large marble platform, revealing a prone figure dressed in light medieval armor and chain mail. 

What the hell?

She moved closer. A warrior of some kind lay on a stone bed. A decoratively etched cuirass covered his broad chest. Banded spaulders protected his wide shoulders and upper arms. The plate metal glistened in the light, giving off a rich sheen. Evie took in a surprised breath. 

Is he dead? Is this his tomb, his final resting place?

Matching gauntlets and greaves protected his lower arms, hands, and legs. Shiny leather boots reinforced with a covering of light metal plating along the shin and calf covered his feet.

A knight. In shining armor?

“Please step away from the platform.”

“Holy shit!” Evie cried out as she stumbled away from the raised stone bed. Her shriek echoed throughout the room. 

“Madam, please step away from the platform.”

The booming voice overlapped her ricocheting screech. Where the hell had that come from? Evie dropped into a defensive stance and scanned the small area. Her eyes widened as she turned her gaze to the knight.

Did he talk? 

She moved closer. She hoped he hadn’t talked. That would be creepy. Evie shuddered as she stared at the knight until her eyes watered. She finally blinked. Nothing changed. Was he conscious?

“Hello?”

He didn’t respond. Evie took another step forward, checking his chest for movement. There was none. 

He must be dead.

She blew out a frustrated breath. If someone had talked to her, it hadn’t been him. She checked the area. Someone else was in here. Someone other than the knight had spoken and warned her to step away, and that someone had spoken in English.

We speak the same language. Maybe I can reason with it.

With a critical eye, Evie surveyed the space. There, across the room, an ornate podium was tucked into a corner. Was that where the voice had come from? A large leather-bound volume rested on the smooth wooden surface.

She walked over to investigate.

Careful not to touch the lavishly decorated tome, she admired the cover. She loved books and had a small collection of highly decorated medieval documents. This beauty was a perfect example of writings from the middle ages.

She looked closer. Familiar etchings and patterns were inscribed on the cover. She’d seen them before, and not that long ago. She closed her eyes. 

The markings had been on metal. 

Evie opened her eyes and gazed down at her weapon. With both hands, she raised the heavy scabbard as close to the book as she could.

Yep.

The engravings decorating the two objects were close in design, if not exactly the same. The scrolling resembled the early Celtic patterns favored in the British Isles, and yet they were uniquely different. There was something extra, something strangely exotic and not immediately recognizable mingled in with the unique patterns.

Interesting.

Just like the room’s architecture, a faintly Middle Eastern influence mixed with Celtic, giving the decorative scrolls a one-of-a-kind look. Evie wondered what was inside the book. Although tempting, rule number one among archaeologists was specific and non-negotiable.

Do not touch.

Touching could inflict irreparable damage to the relic, or worse, could transfer some long-lost bacteria that would subsequently begin eating your hand. 

Both good reasons not to give in to temptation.

Insatiable curiosity ate away at Evie’s caution and fear. Pursing her lips, she thought about how to override caution and open the cover without actually touching the leather. 

Use the sword.

Yeah. The scabbard would protect the pages from any damage and her from any hungry microbes. She raised the heavy weapon and using both hands, brought the rounded tip to the edge of the cover. 

A flicker of light appeared. She drew in a sharp breath and snatched the weapon back, stumbling away from the podium.

What the hell?

Wavering in mid-air directly above the book, the image of a head came into focus. Evie’s mouth dropped open as the vision turned on invisible shoulders, revealing the face of an old man. 

Tufts of his scruffy white hair stuck out in all directions. A long, snowy beard covered the lower part of his face. She drew in a sharp breath as a pair the most piercing gold eyes she’d ever seen flickered with life.

And stared straight at her.
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Chapter Two
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Evie lost it. 

Every scream she’d suppressed since entering this nightmare erupted and reverberated through the room. With a strength born of pure adrenaline, Evie unsheathed the massive sword, dropped the scabbard, and with both hands, raised the blade high above her head before launching the weapon at the intruder. The impromptu missile cleaved straight through the image. A bare flicker of light gave the only indication of the weapon’s path. There was no blood and no brains. Just a measly flicker of light.

Shit.

With a sharp clang, the projectile bounced off the wall and clattered to the floor. Disapproving eyes spared a single glance to the useless weapon before moving back to her. 

Evie gasped, bent down and retrieved the scabbard, and then threw the metal casing. To her disgust, this attempt to smack him off the podium missed altogether. 

Out of weapons, she backed away until she was flush against the wall. Barely breathing, she pressed against the cold stone and tried to fade into the background. She scanned left and right, seeking an escape route.

If I hold real still, maybe he won’t see me.

No such luck. His sizzling stare still found her. “Why are you here, Madame?” The thundering voice reverberated through the chamber.

She didn’t answer. Instead, Evie kept her gaze on his. She never knew such a beautiful gold color could appear so cold. Was he for real? 

He blinked and broke the spell.

Her breathing increased. Too fast. The image’s eyes merged. Multi-colored spots danced across his face. Evie leaned forward, hands on her knees, and worked to slow her breathing. She didn’t need to pass out or puke again. Who knows what could happen to her if she were unconscious. She shuddered just thinking about it.

“I asked you a question, Madame. What is your purpose here?”

Even though Evie’s hands shook as her knees threatened to give way, she looked up and met his fierce gaze. She had nothing to lose. She was shit outta luck, and she knew it.

What was he? Was he an alien? She grimaced as the terror of a possible extraterrestrial abduction inched into her disbelieving brain. She shook her head, not knowing what to say to the pissed off potential alien. 

“Why do you not answer? Do you not speak?” Frustration colored the image’s voice, exaggerating his proper British-like accent. “Are you simple?”

What an asshole.

Evie lifted her gaze and gave him her best glare. “You’re....” She managed only one word before her throat tightened.

“Well, speak up.” Rays of irritation flashed from his eyes, adding potency to his impatient tone. A slow red flush mottled his cheeks. “What do you have to say for yourself, Madame?”

“Who. Are. You?” Evie cringed as each word crackled to life. Was that breathless squeak the best voice she could manage?

Damn it.

“I ask the questions here, Madame.” Mr. Disembodied Head’s voice boomed through the chamber. Accusatory eyes assessed hers. “Your pitiful inquiry has no weight until I know your identity.”

His words emerged in the clipped tones of a haughty and disapproving butler. That critical glare combined with his hoity-toity accent told her he had judged her and found her lacking.

“I will say again, slowly this time so you understand. What. Is. Your. Purpose. Here?”

Each sarcastic word chipped away at the fear paralyzing Evie. When she saw him smirk, her chin raised several notches and her temper spiked. 

So, he thinks I’m stupid? We’ll see about that.

She gritted her teeth, wanting to scream words at him. Instead, she took a deep breath, and replied as calmly and clearly as she could. “I understand every word that came out of your rude, boorish mouth. Is this the way you treat guests, by frightening and then insulting them?” 

Anger lent her the will to continue, her voice growing stronger with each word. “Who the hell do you think you are, mister? And while you’re at it, why don’t you get off your high horse, and tell me where the hell I am?”

“Madame,” he acknowledged. “You do not know where you are?”

“No.”

“I see.”

They stared at each other for several seconds. His expression grew thoughtful, lending a distinct human element to his appearance. This was no pre-recorded automated response. He appeared to be intelligent, given he’d used some pretty big words and strung them together well. He’d also responded to her, which meant he could clearly see her, even from across the room.

So much for the chameleon act I tried earlier.

Evie the observer kicked in as she took in every inch of his wrinkled face, noting his tangled, curly hair and pursed lips. 

Could Mr. Holohead here be a person without a body? 

She shivered at the possibility as she continued her scrutiny, trying not to think about bodiless things. Maybe he was a projected image of someone in another room? She eyed the area. There were no other doorways.

She peeled away from the wall and took a step toward the podium. She took a few more steps. Okay. So he was alive. But why was he so irritated? His hair looked like he’d run a rake through it. Had she interrupted him doing something? As she got closer, Evie could clearly see the lines of experience etched on his face. And there. Yep. Right there in the corner of his bloodshot eye was a little piece of sleep grit.

Evie smiled as realization dawned. 

She’d seen that exasperated look before, most often on her Dad’s face. She’d bet ol’ puss-face here was some rich guy’s butler and he was pissed because her appearance had woken him up. That fact made all the difference in the world. She’d barged in and disturbed his good night’s sleep. She’d be pissed too if that had happened to her.

Apologize.

“I’m sorry if I woke you. I’m not sure where I am. Not long ago, I was in the high country of Colorado, and now I’m here, wherever the hell here is.”

“Colorado, you say?”

“Yeah. I was in a meadow.” She flung her hand in the general direction of the wall. “I tripped over that stupid sword over there, so I picked it up and the next thing I knew, I was in this chamber.”

“Ah, the sword you so ineffectively threw at me?” His brow rose suggestively. “Is that of which you speak?”

For an image with limited anatomy, he sure as hell had a haughty attitude. 

“Hey, there’s no reason for you to be condescending.” Evie threw back her shoulders and straightened to her full five foot, ten inches. “You’d have done the same.”

“No, Madame. I would not.” A hint of humor expanded his range of emotions.

“Oh, yeah?” Evie wasn’t sure how to proceed but knew she’d better get in a lick or two or he’d never respect her. “Well, I hit you dead on.”

“Hmmm. I don’t seem to be wounded, Madame.”

“Okay, whatever.” Evie waved her hand, shooing away his commentary. Impatience overcame and then dissipated her initial fear. Why the hell did she have to deal with a bodiless head belonging to an obviously rude and unnecessarily superior male? 

Because he has answers.

She blew out a breath with resignation. “Let me ask again. Where am I?”

“You do not know?”

Evie threw both hands into the air. “I have no idea. Would I ask you twice if I already knew the answer to that?” 

The smirk was back. “I do not know, Madame.”

“Please.” Evie cringed at his repeated use of the title. “You don’t need to call me Madame. Call me Evelyn. Or Evie.”

“Very well, Madame Evelyn.”

The way he said her name made it sound like he was addressing the proprietor of a bawdy house. “No. Not Madame Evelyn. Just Evelyn.”

“Very well, Evelyn. You are in the chamber of Prince Alexander the Great.”

From the pride she detected in the man’s voice, Evie figured this Prince Alexander was indeed great in the eyes of Mr. Disembodied Head.

“Who are you?”

“I am my Prince’s aide-de-camp.” Reverence warmed his tone. “You may call me Reginald.”

“Okay.” Evie smiled. “Hi, Reginald.”

He bowed his head. “Madame.”

Evie rolled her eyes.

Intent on investigating more about Reginald, she moved toward the podium and searched for the source of the projection. She put her hand right above the smooth leather of the book. The image wasn’t disturbed. She raised her gaze to the high ceiling. There was no stream of light projecting from a camera or any other source of emission. There was also no electric cord or other wiring leading from the wall to the podium. How was the image transmitted?

“Are you a hologram?”

“Hologram?”

“Yeah, a floating picture that looks and acts like a person or an animal.”

“Hmmm. I suppose you could call what you see in front of you a hologram,” he answered. “The exact science is more complicated and would take much time to explain.”

Evie knew enough about college professors to know the man was gearing up to a rather lengthy and possibly dry lecture. Evie waved away his dusty explanation. “Yeah, okay, whatever. I can only see your head. Are you a real person with a body and everything?”

“Yes, Madame.” A note of laughter lightened his solemn tone.

Determined to find something to explain how she was seeing Reginald, she bent down. Another bout of dizziness assailed her, forcing her to sit. “Oh, no.” She held her stomach, fighting the urge to vomit. “I feel like shit.” She caught his gaze. Maybe Reginald could tell her what was going on. “What is going on? Why am I sick??”

“If you traveled through the Gaete, it is possible your senses may be distorted and you may not feel well.”

“Not well?” Evie clenched her jaw and barely managed to keep herself from retching. “I guess not well is one way of describing how I feel.” Perspiration pooled on her upper lip and trickled down her temples as she struggled against the queasiness. “Like shit is another,” she ground out between clenched teeth. 

The compulsion to throw up was relentless. She rose onto her hands and knees and gave in, losing the battle. After what seemed an age, the heaving stopped and the symptoms subsided. 

Great job, Evie. You know puking in front of strangers makes you appear so attractive.

Evie sat back and ran her hand across her mouth, then wiped sweat-coated palms on her jeans. She needed some answers. She turned to Reginald and croaked, “I don’t understand. How did I get here?” 

The aide was looking everywhere but at her. 

“Reggie.” A bright pink flush colored his cheeks as he turned her way. Was he embarrassed? Assessing gold eyes found hers. “Do you know how I got here?” she repeated.

“I’m sorry, Madame Evelyn,” he answered in a somewhat thawed voice. “I do not know how to answer your question.”

Guess you just gotta publicly disgrace yourself to get some sympathy from this one.

“Evie, damn it.” Between her roiling innards and his formality, Evie had about all she could take. “Just call me Evie, okay?”

“Yes, Evie.” With a twinkle of respect in his eye, Reginald nodded in agreement.

“Where exactly is Prince Alexander’s chamber?”

“It is located in the Wood of Leon, east of Sha’mi’liari, our capital city.

Huh? Is this guy still speaking English?

“What did you say?”

“You are in the wood of—”

“Yeah, yeah. I got that.” Evie waved her arm, “Where is Sham-a-lama?”

Reginald inspected her, covering every inch of her head and throat. “Let me see your ears, Madame Evie.”

“What the hell do my ears have to do with where I am?” Evie asked.

He smiled. “Please, indulge me, Madam,” he coaxed.

Evie shook her head, resisting his charm. 

“I will tell you about Sha’mi’liari after I’ve seen your ears,” He bargained.

Evie shrugged, figuring getting information for a peek at her ears was a fair trade. She moved her hair away and showed him.

Judging by Reginald’s expression, Evie was pretty sure she wasn’t going to like what he had to say next.

“You are not from here.”

Evie couldn’t help herself. “Ya think?”

“Madame,” he admonished, “please answer.”

She sighed, rolled her eyes, and then relented. “Okay. No. I don’t recognize this place. Am I someplace in the Middle East?”

“No, Madam.” He paused, pressed his lips together, and then sighed. “I don’t know how to tell you this,” he began.

“Just tell me.” Evie interrupted.

With sympathy in his gaze, Reginald shook his head. “You are no longer in your world.”

Shit.

She covered her face with trembling fingers and dropped her head. Shaking it back and forth, she imagined the worst. She knew it. They were aliens. She’d been hijacked by a bunch of friggin’ aliens.

“Did you kidnap me using a beam of light?” She mumbled through her fingers as she remembered horror stories of extraterrestrial abductions. “Am I on a spaceship?” A trickle of sweat dampened her armpits as the unwelcome image of them doing an anal probe ran through her head.

“No.” 

There was kindness in that one word. His expression was also different. Was that concern she saw? 

“To put it simply, Madame Evie, you are still on Earth. However, you are no longer in your world.”

“I don’t get it. I’m not on a spaceship, and you’re not a Martian?”

“No Madame. You are not on a spaceship, and I’m as much a citizen of this world as you are.”

“Oooookay. So what happened?”

“You have come through a Gaete connecting the part of the planet you and your people inhabit with Ma’hir’ra, the part of the world where my people live.”

He paused, and from his regard, Evie figured he was gauging her reaction before he told her more.

She nodded.

“You are currently in the realm of Sha’Mir, one of the ruling city-states,” he continued. “You have traveled from your world, Ga’el’ania to ours, Ma’hir’ra.”

“Really?” She couldn’t believe this. “Why? How? Seriously?” Okay, maybe they weren’t aliens, but did he really expect her to believe she was now in another dimension or something? 

“Yes, Madame. Sha’Mir is my Prince’s realm,” Reggie nodded as he continued.

Had those mushrooms in her morning omelet been magic? Or maybe she’d fallen down some rabbit hole during her hike and wound up here. Or better yet, she was asleep in her mountain meadow and was now was having some sort of wild dream brought on by too much clean air. She pinched herself.

Ouch.

“Look, this is fascinating and all, me being tossed into your world. I’m ready to leave now. How do I get back home?”

“Only Prince Alexander would know the answer to your question, Madame.”

“Prince Alexander?” Evie motioned to the still figure on the platform. “Do you mean this guy?”

“Yes. My Prince is in front of you.”

Evie shuddered. So this all powerful and amazing prince was the guy laid out on the slab. It was a bit creepy to think of a dead guy knowing things. 

Weren’t they supposed to be in a better place, far away from everyday concerns? 

Maybe he was an oracle who answered questions. Despite the weirdness factor, the archaeologist in her couldn’t resist taking another peek at this Prince Alexander the Great. 

She moved toward the platform. “Is this his tomb?”

“No.” Reginald shook his head. “Prince Alexander is not in the after-life. He is enduring The Great Sleep.”

Just shy of six feet, Evie was taller than most women. She wasn’t tall enough, though to clearly see him. She rose on tip-toe to get a better angle, wanting to give this prince a good once over. 

What she saw surprised her. 

He was a giant of a man. Evie guessed he was around six and a half feet tall though with him lying down, it was hard to confirm his height. To be over six feet tall was rare for a man from the middle ages. 

“He’s sleeping?” she asked.

Shadows hid his face. Evie wanted to see him. She moved to the head of the platform to get a real good look. There was no coif covering his head, which allowed her to clearly see his face and neck above the cuirass protecting his chest. She gulped. 

He was beautiful.

Thick, dark golden hair flowed back from a smooth forehead and curled around his ears. A straight nose graced the center of his face and complemented a square jaw. Masculine lips, the lower one seductively fuller, filled the space between.

Arched brows, several shades darker than the honey of his hair, sat above deep-set eyes. She wondered what color they were. Stubble shadowed his cheeks and jaw. Strangely, she itched to feel its roughness against her fingertips.

“Yes,” Reginald answered with pride evident in his tone. “He is enduring The Great Sleep for his people.”

“Wow.” She nodded as she turned to Reggie. “Kinda like Sleeping Beauty.”

Evie turned back to the prince. Her hand moved. She longed to touch his roughened cheek.

“I’m sorry, Madame.” Reginald’s interruption stopped her hand just inches from reaching its destination. “Please explain. What is Sleeping Beauty?”

Evie heard his voice but didn’t register the question. Her focus was on the prince’s chin and it slight indent. Could she reach it if she just moved a little closer?

“Madame?”

“Hmmm?” Blushing, Evie tore her gaze from the prince to look at his aide. Reginald’s expectant expression prompted her to pay attention and answer his question. Almost ashamed at her fascination with the prince’s chin dimple, she snatched back her finger, mere inches from its target.

“It’s a story created by a couple of brothers,” she answered, her tone overloud to cover her embarrassment. “It’s a fairy tale. Hell, I can’t remember who wrote it and when.”

Evie droned on, giving the aide way too much information. As a child, she’d had been fascinated by the tale of the princess who slept, awaiting her prince. She knew every word of the story. She’d loved the fairies Flora, Fauna, and especially Merryweather. 

Maleficent was another story. She was one scary bitch and had frightened the younger Evie. 

But then the prince had come and had everything turned out okay. Ah, life had been so much easier when she’d been able to lose herself in childish daydreams and fantasies. Unfortunately, she was an adult now, well past that stage of her life.

“I remember the movie vividly,” she babbled on. “As a child, it was my absolute favorite, good for at least two views a day.”

“Ah, yes.” Reginald nodded, pleased. “This is a tale of my people. A Tale of the Fey.”

“No.” Evie shook her head. “No. It’s a fairy tale. A child’s story.” She wasn’t sure how else to explain it. “Not ‘A Tale of the Fey’” she air-quoted.

“What’s the difference?” If Reginald had visible shoulders, Evie imagined he would be shrugging them.

“What do you mean by that?”

“All tales have their basis in fact. Even we Fey understand that to be true.”

“Are you telling me this hunk here is the basis for a fairy tale?”

“I’m sorry, Madame, I do not understand hunk?”

“Him.” Evie patted the broad shoulder plated in armor. “This guy.”

“Ah, yes.” Reginald nodded. “That is Prince Alexander.”

“Yeah, that’s what you keep saying.” Just then something Reggie had said soaked in. “Um. What do you mean, we Fey?”

“Prince Alexander is a Fey Prince. I am also Fey.”

“No way. Fey?” Evie couldn’t believe this latest tale. The aide had to be joking. “Are you pulling my leg?”

“Madame?”

“Are you joking?”

“No, Madame. The Fey people reside in Ma’hir’ra. Humans reside in Ga’el’ania.”

“Galleannia? Is that what you call my world?”

“Yes.”

“Huh.” Evie didn’t know what to say. She distracted herself by looking at the prince again. “So, he’s alive, right?”

“Yes.”

“Why doesn’t he move?” It was impossible to see his chest rise and fall through his armor and chain mail. “Is he breathing?”

“Yes, but at a much-reduced rate.”

A skeptical Evie had to find out—was he really alive? She rose on tip-toe and stretched closer to him, placing her fingers on the pulse point in his neck. The skin was surprisingly warm and resilient. She was relieved her fingers hadn’t found his flesh cold, hard, and dry.

She searched for a sign of life. Disappointment flooded her when she was unable to discern the familiar beat. Maybe Reginald had it all wrong and the prince had died. She tried several different places, loving the feel of his flesh under her fingertips. Her touch soon became a caress. She kept her fingers in place, hoping. Just as she was about to give up she felt something. 

There. A bare flicker. 

She gasped then held her breath. After a long moment, the pulse appeared again.

“Wow.” She exhaled. “He’s alive.”

His pulse grew stronger and increased in frequency. Evie snatched her hand away and inspected her fingers, not sure what she expected to see. She moved away, needing some space from the sleeping prince. Touching his skin had invoked the need to be near him—a very disturbing response. Why, she had no idea. 

She needed to know more.

“Okay.” She jerked her thumb in the general direction of the platform. “So he’s a prince?”

“Yes, Madame. He is my Prince Alexander.”

Even though her contact with the man had given her some alarm, Evie couldn’t seem to stay away from the sleeping figure. She had to touch him again. Moving to the other side of the platform she rose up to view him from a new angle. “What’s he a prince of?”

“He is not a prince.” Condescension flowed through Reggie’s voice. “He is the Prince.”

Evie appreciated this new view of Reggie’s Prince Alexander even more. A quiver started way down deep and then tightened, radiating warmth outward.

Damn.

She encouraged Reginald to continue his story. “The prince of what?”

“As I’ve explained, he is the prince of the realm,” Reginald answered in a matter-of-fact voice.

“Really?” Evie tolerated his attitude, too intent in her examination of the prince to take Mr. Head’s sarcasm to heart. “So, why is he like this?” 

She had to get closer. 

Evie searched for some way to get onto the platform.

Reginald sighed and repeated his earlier statement. “He is captive within The Great Sleep.”

His words caught Evie’s attention this time. She turned and asked, “Captive? In The Great Sleep? What does that mean?”

“In the last battle with the evil Wizard Claudius,” he intoned, “my prince was captured.” Evie was surprised to see emotion creep into Reginald’s expression. That must have been a serious situation.

“To save his people from potential slaughter when they attempted his rescue, the prince evoked The Great Magi and brought The Great Sleep to himself and to his enemy.”

“Interesting.” Evie could see Prince Alexander’s capture definitely had the makings of a good story. There was even a wizard. “Hmmm. Are you telling me a fairy tale?”

“No, Madame,” Reginald answered. “This is not ‘A Tale of the Fey.’” The chilly tone was back. “This truly occurred.”

“Oh.” Great. He was getting huffy again. Time to move on to another question. “When does this sleep thing wear off?”

“The Great Sleep does not wear off,” Reginald stated. “It must be broken.”

“Okay.” This fable was getting better and better. Evie wondered how long it would be before a witch with an apple, little dudes on their way to work at the mines, or even a dragon would pop up. “How does it get broken?”

“The One will breach this chamber and enact The Awakening to break The Great Sleep. The One will bring my prince back to his people.”

“That’s exciting, I guess.” Evie nodded her approval. Too bad she didn’t have anything to scribble on. This would make an awesome story. “And who is this one person?”

“She is not for anyone but my prince to know.” Reginald indicated the figure on the platform with a deep nod. “The magic that holds my prince in thrall will bring forth The One during the time of The Great Need.”

“What’s The Great Need?” Evie shook her head. What was with all this ‘The’ stuff? They sure had a lot of it going on. She grinned and bit her lip to keep from laughing.

Sounded like a whole lot of “The Bullshit” to her. 

“It is the time in which the evil Wizard Claudius’ spells will begin to take hold and force his awakening.”

“Ah, okay.” Evie nodded. “They’ll both wake up, then?”

“No.” Reginald shook his head. “The prince will remain in The Great Sleep. The evil Wizard Claudius will awaken alone.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“Indeed, Madame. You have the right of it. My prince will be vulnerable to the evil Wizard Claudius and may again be captured.” Concern colored Reginald’s voice. “In his vulnerable state, he may not survive.”

“That won’t happen.” Evie scoffed, assuring him. “We have to think positive here. What will happen once The One comes?”

“My prince will have the advantage of having The One at his side.”
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