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Chapter One

 

Delgarias Dullahan, faelin high sorcerer, and the first vampire in creation, entered the heart of the Elders’ motherhouse in Amsterdam. As the Thirteenth Elder, he had the final say over the rulings of the Council of the Twelve.

Ten of the dozen vampires tasked with governing all the vampires on Earth were seated at the circular table in the meeting chamber. Ian, the Lord Vampire of London, sat perfectly composed, his hands folded on the table, only the furrowing of his brow and an agitated glimmer in his silver eyes revealing his concern with the situation at hand.

 Marcus, the Lord of Rome, didn’t bother hiding his agitation, he tapped his pen across the polished marble table in an irritating staccato rhythm, garnering glares from the Lords of Tokyo and New York.

After taking his seat at an ornately carved chair at the head of the table, Delgarias surveyed the other six Elders. Lord Vampires from Lima, Munich, Perth, and Ulsan regarded him with expectant eyes. The Lords of Beijing and Calgary had already sent their apologies, unable to make it as such notice.

Mixed impatience and worry roiled through Delgarias’s being as he waited to learn why they’d requested his presence this night. The Elders feared him, so they rarely called upon him to participate in their affairs. He prayed the matter didn’t involve their creator, Mephistopheles, who’d once more surfaced and attacked Wurrakia only six months ago. On Earth, the would-be god was now reaching out to his once-banished creations, luring them to join his infernal army.

Yes, news of Mephistopheles would be very bad. They weren’t ready for him. Pieces of the Prophecy had yet to fall in place. And there were other, personal matters to be enjoyed, like the weddings of Beau Thompson to Artavian Calla two months ago, and then of Aurora Lee to Tony Salazar a few days ago. Speaking of Aurora and Beau, along with the rest of their band, Rage of Angels, they still owed one more album and one more tour before their record contract was up and they were free from all entanglements on Earth.

Delgarias cleared his throat and addressed the Elders. “What need have you of me, my brothers and sisters?”

Jodie, the Lord of Perth scrunched up her nose. “More prisoners were delivered to us from the vigilante rogue.”

Delgarias allowed a sigh of vexation to escape. “Please tell me that meddler didn’t take more cult members.”

The Order of Eternal Night worshipped Mephistopheles and was experiencing a resurgence of the likes none had ever seen, with the Evil One’s recruiting. Delgarias had tasked some of his most trusted vampires to infiltrate the cult and gain knowledge of their enemy’s movements.

If this rogue persisted in arresting cultists, all of Delgarias’s plans could be upended.

“I’m afraid so,” Jodie said.

Ian cut in, “At least they were dangerous criminals, and better off being eliminated from our world.”

Marcus waved a dismissive hand. “They’re always criminals. But that does not give this rogue the right to take the law into her own hands. The Lord Vampire of El Paso should be the one to handle these things.”

“But he didn’t,” Neko, the Lord of Tokyo said softly.

Carlos, the Lord of Lima, curled his knuckles beneath his chin and leaned forward. “Interesting that though the rogue now seems to be targeting the Order of Eternal Night, she still holds to her pattern of apprehending cultists who have violated our most sacred laws. These ones were kidnapping children and selling them to human sex traffickers.”

 Delgarias shuddered with revulsion before a realization struck him. “Wait, did you say these cultists were taken from El Paso?”

“Yes.”

“How in the hell did the rogue manage to haul three vampires all the way here?”

Ian ran a hand through his long black hair. “I have no idea, but one has to admit that it is an impressive feat.”

“The portals,” Delgarias blurted, feeling foolish that the answer hadn’t come to him immediately. It was the only way such a transport could be accomplished. “We need to interview every Lord Vampire about the portals, and find out who is not being discreet.”

Earth held many stationary portals that would take one to the world of Aisthanesthai. The world where Delgarias had been born. The world that he’d also been working hard to keep safe. Vampires were slowly being integrated into some of Aisthanesthai’s countries, allies who would fight Mephistopheles and his dark horde at the sides of sorcerers, Kanuri priestesses, Wurrak knights, and Tolonquan warriors.

The adjustment was precarious, to say the least. And this rogue who called herself Annarkie was endangering that fragile integration by bringing evil vampires through Aisthanesthai, using the magical world as a shortcut. If one of them escaped? Alliances that so many had worked so carefully to forge would be undone by a reckless vigilante.

He had to find this Annarkie before a sorcerer or knight learned there were uninvited intruders.

Damn her.

She’d been plaguing him on and off for three centuries. In the early days, he admired her boldness and even appreciated her aid in capturing dangerous vampires. Yet after countless failed searches to identify her and recruit her in a formal position, her meddling had grown irksome. Back then, Delgarias and his fellow Elders didn’t know anything about the vigilante, not a name, not their sex, only that they must be a vampire to have such knowledge about their kind and their numerous laws. 

Eventually, the deliveries of maimed, wicked vampires would stop, and they would assume that the rogue had gotten his or herself killed by their dangerous pursuits. But a few decades later, a bound vampire would be dropped on the Elders’ doorstep, often missing a limb or two. How the rogue kept the prisoners alive long enough to be delivered to their inevitable trial and execution, Delgarias had no idea.

Also fascinating was the question as to why the prisoners were always delivered alive. The vampires had always been guilty of crimes meriting a death sentence, and yet, the rogue never executed them herself. To do so would have kept her under the radar for longer.

He’d long concluded that she wanted the Elders to be aware of her. Perhaps wanted Delgarias, in particular, to know of her.

Indeed, this desire for attention was how Delgarias had learned that she was a she, and later on, her name. She always sent notes with her catches, albeit tied up with a messenger. Two hundred years ago, she’d slipped and touched one of the missives, allowing him to cast a divination spell to get a name and the shadowy scent and figure of a woman. It was only a matter of time before—

Ian broke through his ponderings. “Do you wish to see these prisoners, Eminence?”

“Yes.” Delgarias rose from the table. “And if they are guilty of the crimes they’ve been charged with, I will execute them myself.”

“They are always guilty,” Hans, the Lord of Munich echoed Marcus’s words.

They went down to the dungeons and approached the cell where the three wicked vampires were held. As usual, all three were missing their tongues, the stubs expertly cauterized. One was missing both feet, bandages soaking crimson. One missed an arm, another his eyes. All three had been castrated, as was Annarkie’s usual tradition for any crimes of a sexual nature.

Jodie made a disgusted sound under her breath. “Every time a batch of these arrives, I think I’m prepared for the sight, but no. It never does get easier, even knowing what they’ve done.”

“How does she keep them alive?” Neko wondered aloud.

“A mystery to be solved another time.” Delgarias tried to conceal his impatience to probe the prisoners. “I’m just thankful they do indeed live so I may try to ferret her out.”

Marcus snorted. “Good luck. She is very thorough at wiping their memories of her voice and visage.”

“She’s made mistakes before,” Delgarias said before lunging toward the eyeless prisoner and sinking his fangs into the vampire’s throat.

Maybe the fates wished to prove Marcus wrong, or perhaps it was the truth-seeking spell Delgarias had recently cast, but at last, he got something from a prisoner’s memories.

Though all he saw was darkness, he heard voices.

“Mistress,” a male voice quavered faintly as if blocked by a wall or door. “The cell in Baker City is larger than any we’ve come across. I think it will be too dangerous.”

A reply came, but it was distorted as if coming through electric interference.

The male voice replied, muddied, but discernable. “Still, La Grande is a mere hour away…. ten of them? You cannot be serious.”

All went black as the blood ceased flowing into Delgarias’s mouth. Triumph surging in his chest, he seized the next prisoner and drained them even quicker, then he moved to the next. No information was to be gleaned from those two, aside from flashes of terrified children and whimpers of pain, but he had what he needed.

“I, Delgarias, Thirteenth Elder, sentence you three worms to death,” he growled, disgusted with what they’d done to over thirty innocents.

Even though the vampires were unconscious from losing what little blood they had left, Delgarias didn’t have the patience to drag them to the execution chamber. Instead, he gathered his power and reached towards the prisoners with both hands.

Arcs of lightning shot out from his fingertips, striking the child traffickers. They jolted like puppets on a string, then flopped on the stone floor like fish hauled from the water. Smoke curled out from their mouths, nostrils, and melting eye-sockets. The reek of burning hair permeated the area before Delgarias stopped frying them.

When he turned around, he saw that the other Elders had stepped backward about twelve feet, staring at him in naked horror.

He watched their eyes scan his almost luminescent hair, with its bi-layered strands, his overly long fingers with their extra knuckles, his pointed ears, and lightning-shot eyes, wondering always what he was before he’d become the first blood drinker. Sure, they’d recently learned that he was faelin, but only after Ian had visited Aisthanesthai did they gain the slightest comprehension as to what the faelin were.

Tonight, the Elders’ fear didn’t bother him. Not when he was flush with victory. Soon, he would close in on the rogue who’d evaded him for the past three hundred years. It took all of his centuries of self-discipline and sense of duty not to immediately begin pursuit.

Because first, he needed to look in on his other people. And perhaps gain news of someone who’d evaded him for far much longer.

He weighed the pros and cons of telling the Elders that he knew where Annarkie was going to be and decided to hold his silence for now. Between the desire to maintain his credibility and the matter of her knowledge of the portals, it was best to wait until he had the rogue in his custody before acting. Besides, there were so many questions he had for her that were best asked in private.

Delgarias cleared his throat. “I must leave for Aisthanesthai now and see if Mephistopheles has made any new moves there.”

Marcus sneered. “I wonder at your devotion to a world that views our kind so poorly. And at the wisdom of looking to you when you play for both sides.”

“There is only one side, Marcus. We all stand against the Evil One. I was his first creation, the first of many that he’d enslaved. I will not have you or any of my people enslaved again.”

Before Delgarias teleported outside, he saw that rather than his words reassuring Marcus, the hostility on the ancient Roman’s face seemed to increase.

That one would have to be watched.

When he was certain that no witnesses or drones were near, Delgarias took to the air. The closest portal was outside of Haarlem, thankfully in a shielded copse of trees at the edge of a meadow. He hadn’t told the Elders about this portal. Not until he was certain all could be trusted.

Once through the portal, Delgarias approached King Zareth’s tower in Raijin. He’d been urging Zareth to move his seat to his father’s castle in Niji, where the King and Queen were supposed to reside, but so far, the antisocial high sorcerer could not be swayed.

After he was admitted entry into the receiving room, the tiny queen ran to him, her long purple-streaked black hair flowing behind her like a banner.

She exclaimed with delight before throwing her arms around his waist. “Uncle Del!”

Uncle Del. His throat tightened at the name as he returned the embrace. Xochitl had called him that ever since she could form words, never knowing how the blow of those two words impacted his heart.

Before Kerainne Leonine’s daughter came into the world, only one person had called him Del. And he would have given anything for the chance to wed her, which would have made him Xochitl’s uncle in truth.

Nikkita, his mind whispered. He touched the locket that remained against his chest, concealed beneath his robes. The locket contained a miniature portrait of the luminite princess and a down feather from one of her wings.

The rest of the universe knew him by other names. To the mages of Aisthanesthai, he was the Keeper of the Prophecy and addressed as “Revered One.” To his faelin kin in Shellandria, he was “the outcast” or “the abomination.” To the vampires of Earth, he was his Eminence, The Thirteenth Elder. In both worlds, he was feared and obeyed.

For over two millennia, Delgarias had trekked back and forth between Earth and Aisthanesthai, never fully belonging to either, never living for himself, but for his seemingly endless quest at redemption. His pride had cost him his love and brought undeserved power to his enemy and thus cost his world.

He may have been Mephistopheles’s first vampire, but Delgarias had quickly learned the error of his ways and had since made it his life’s mission to destroy the would-be god.

And to stop anyone who would interfere.

King Zareth cleared his throat, making Xochitl step back. “We are honored with your visit, Revered One.” Delgarias blinked in surprise that Zareth had reverted back to the old title. After discovering that Delgarias was a vampire, the King had begun addressing him by his name only. “What news do you bring us?”

“Very little, I’m afraid. Cells of the Order of Eternal Night are sprouting up like mushrooms after a rain, but the ones we’ve infiltrated thus far haven’t seen any sign of Mephistopheles. Instead, I’ve come to inform you that I will be occupied on Earth with a rogue who’s been taking the law into her own hands. She’s been plaguing me on and off for centuries, but I’m closing in on her trail at last.”

“She must be very clever to elude you for so long.”

Delgarias shrugged. “Not really. Her mischief has honestly aided the Elders more than hindered, and her meddling has been sporadic enough to make her a low priority. Until now.”

“Oh?” Zareth prodded lightly, running a hand through his black and silver hair, bi-layered from his half-faelin ancestry. 

“The rogue is planning another attack on a very large cell of the Order of Eternal Night. A cell which we believe is in direct contact with Mephistopheles. I need that cult alive and infiltrated, but if this Annarkie and her band of rogues have their way, a bevy of mutilated cultists would be dropped on the doorstep of the Motherhouse instead.”

“Badass!” Xochitl grinned up at him. “An assassin named Annarkie?”

 “A misguided vigilante. She hasn’t killed anyone, to our knowledge,” Delgarias corrected, not admitting that up until recently, he’d assumed said vigilante to be male and the spelling of his alias to be “Anarchy.” To discover that it had been a female tweaking his nose this whole time had been humbling. “And though the vampires she’s maimed and arrested were all guilty of their crimes, she is still violating our laws by operating outside of proper protocols.”

Zareth nodded. “And if you do not stop her, you could risk the stability of law and order amongst your people.”

“It’s a shame.” Delgarias didn’t mention the risk Annarkie also presented to the vampire integration efforts in Aisthanesthai. “Had she presented herself the first time she’d tortured a wrongdoer, she could have become one of our most valued assets, earning a high position as a spy or enforcer for the Elders. Hell, maybe even the third time. But it is too late for her. She’s flouted the law long enough.” To his surprise, regret tugged his chest at the thought of the rogue’s impending capture and execution. “Enough about my vigilante, what news have you of Aisthanesthai?”

 “Things are too quiet. I don’t like it.”

“Mephistopheles’s attacks have always been sporadic and far apart,” Delgarias reminded him. “It could be years before he invades again.”

“It could also be tomorrow. And now he knows about Xochitl.” Worry shone in Zareth’s eyes. “I’d think that he’ll want to move faster now that the one foretold to defeat him is here.”

“The Prophecy doesn’t say if she defeats him,” Delgarias reminded the King. “Only that she will battle him.”

Zareth’s clenched fists took on a fine tremble.

Xochitl took her husband’s hand and gazed up at him, her amber eyes turning red. “But I will destroy him. I vow it. That fucker raped my mom and destroyed millions of lives.”

Delgarias winced at the blunt reminder of the desecration of a woman who he’d regarded as a sister.

Since he could not change the past, he returned the topic to the present. “Zareth is right in that Mephistopheles will likely move faster now that he has seen his daughter.”

“But we’re not ready.” Xochitl echoed Delgarias’s earlier worries. “We haven’t even found all seven nightwalkers with their Brides. As far as I’ve counted, there’s Silas and Akasha, Jayden and Razvan, Radu and Lillian, and Aurora and Tony. That’s only four. Three more need to join us. Have you determined any special names for the next Bride?”

Delgarias shook his head. “They come to me when I see them, or soon after.”

Akasha was the General, Jayden, the Seeress, Lillian the Engineer, and Aurora was the Directrix who would lead the war march to the beat of her war drum, both literally and metaphorically. What special talent would the next Bride contribute?

“Well, maybe it’s good that you’re going back to Earth and dealing with vampire business.” Xochitl gave him an encouraging smile. Never had she looked upon him with fear, and not only because she was half-luminite. “Then you can find the next Bride.”

Although that was the most important person he had to locate, Delgarias was more concerned with finding the rogue and then finding Nikkita.

Speaking of…

“If you’ll excuse me, my queen, I’d like to talk to your mother before I take my leave.”

Xochitl’s amber eyes glittered with smug knowledge. “She’s out back.”

He found Kerainne in the rear garden, her waist-length blonde hair covering her in a cloak that gleamed gold in the light of the two moons. Instead of tending to the flowers or reading a book, the luminite princess—no, queen, as she’d recently claimed the title—stared at one of the marble statues carved by luminite artisans.

“Have you found any clues as to where my sister is?” Kerainne asked without turning around.

“No.” He’d been about to ask her the same question. “But that seeking spell you helped me with led me to the vigilante rogue vampire I’ve been pursuing.”

“I am happy I was able to help with something,” Kerainne said. “And I do hope that your capture of the vigilante is quick and your dealings with her are humane.”

“They’ll be as humane as she’ll allow them to be,” Delgarias told her plainly. “But she has knowledge of the portals and has been using them to deliver the vampires she arrests. And who knows for what else. This is dangerous and—”

Kerainne turned around, making him fall silent as the sight of her beauty and resemblance to her sister made his heart constrict with agony. “You don’t have to justify your decisions to me, Del. Although it is in my nature to guide others to the path of mercy, I’m selfishly concerned with the expediency of this mission. I want my sister found. You’re not the only one hurting from her absence.”

Only last year had he learned that Nikkita had been missing from Medicia for over a thousand years, but had been paying Kerainne secret visits until two centuries ago. This whole time, he’d assumed that Nikkita had died when Medicia had been destroyed. And a few months ago, Zareth had told him he’d sensed two luminites on Earth when he’d begun his search for Xochitl.

Delgarias was still reeling from the revelation that Nikkita had been closer to his reach than he’d believed all this time.

Yet she hadn’t sought him out.

Maybe it would be better to give her up again, as he had before. His chest tightened at the thought.

No. He needed answers. At first, he’d thought she avoided him because she was repulsed at what he’d become. But Kerainne had forgiven him and understood what had driven him down his dark path.

Surely Nik could forgive him too? And even if she couldn’t, maybe he could convince her to at least allow him to explain himself.

Now that Kerainne had confessed to giving Nik a blood vow to keep some secret, Delgarias knew that his becoming a vampire wasn’t Nik’s only reason for spending centuries in hiding. The secret had to be catastrophic as well, for Nik wouldn’t be the type to subject her own sister to the risk of becoming cursed if the truth were forced from her lips.

Curiosity burned almost as deeply as his worry. Whatever it was that kept Nik in hiding, even from her own sister, Delgarias would do what he could to help her.

He just needed to persuade her to let him.

If only he didn’t have to waste valuable time chasing down Annarkie. Then he could focus more of his taxed time on finding the woman who still held his heart in her palm.
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Once he returned to Earth, Delgarias paid a visit to the Nicolai twins, Razvan and Radu. The twins were thousand-year-old vampires who were powerful and discreet when he needed them to be. “I need you two for a secret mission.”

“How secret?” Razvan asked.

“Secret enough that I don’t want you to tell your wives, or Silas and his bride.”

“Why are you choosing us?” Razvan continued the questioning while his brother watched with unreadable black eyes.

“Because you’ve served as a discreet and competent delegate for the Elders before in the past, Razvan. And I trust your brother will serve as well as you.”

“Is it anything against Silas?” Razvan’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Because I won’t participate in reporting on him for the Elders again.”

“No, nothing like that.” Delgarias hid a smile at Razvan’s relatively new loyalty to the vampire he’d made. “It has to do with a vigilante rogue who’s been making a nuisance of herself for far too long. I need to arrest her and try her for her crimes.”

“Why the secrecy then?”

“Because we’re going to trap her arresting some of the more unsavory members of the Order of Eternal Night.”

“I see.” Razvan stroked his goatee. “Silas and his wife would rather you allow the vigilante to continue such noble work.”

“Indeed, they would. But I need the cult members to remain where they are, so we can learn as much as we can about Mephistopheles’s plans. Therefore, the vampire calling herself Annarkie needs to be stopped.”

“Still, I do not know why you couldn’t utilize one of the Elders’ formidable cadres of enforcers. Unless…” Razvan smirked before withdrawing his pipe. “You’re not certain as to whether you’ll turn her over to the Elders.”

Delgarias blinked in surprise and opened his mouth to object. Then he closed it. Yes, it was true that he wanted to question the rogue alone before turning her over to the Elders, but the idea of never doing so? He had to confess that some irresistible instinct had guided him to Spokane instead of back to the Elder’s Motherhouse in Amsterdam. Hopefully, his decision to utilize the Nicolai twins instead of one of the Elders’ people or someone from the Lord of Baker City’s territory would end up being justified.

“She could be an asset if utilized correctly,” he half-lied.

Radu spoke at last, his accent thicker than his twin’s. “Where are we going, Eminence?”

“Baker City, Oregon.”

 


Chapter Two

 

Annarkie pulled off her headphones with a groan. Already, she was growing tired of the world again. Temptation to return to hibernation gnawed at her. Alas, she couldn’t. She’d already slept through half of the Earth’s measured twentieth century and had only been awake for around seventy years. But things seemed to be moving faster and faster as time passed. Drastic changes happened every year instead of every decade or more.

“Madame?” Doug inquired again softly.

“I’m sorry.” Annarkie set the headphones aside and gave her CD player one last longing look. No more Dirtwire tonight. When she discovered a group of musicians that pleased her, she liked to spend days doing nothing but exploring all their known work. “What were you saying?”

“It’s close to the time for your plan.” Doug fidgeted with the brim of his hat, looking around at the music and movie posters adorning the walls of Annarkie’s beach house. He frowned at her cluttered shelves of knick-knacks and stacked trunks crowding what otherwise would have been a huge living room. “That is, if you still intend to do this mad thing.”

“I do.” Her back throbbed. She wished she could unleash the full extent of her power. But she couldn’t risk it. Such release would alert not only those who were looking for her, but would also allow him to sense her presence. She reached for her bottle of Percocet and took one, chasing it with the last swallow of her glass of wine before looking out the picture window at the moonlit waves crashing against the beach outside. She needed to be relaxed and as close to numb as possible.

“And there’s no way to talk you out of it?” Nik turned back to Doug and saw the vampire’s knuckles whiten as they tightened around the brim of the cowboy hat that he always removed in her presence. “The Order of Eternal Night has grown more powerful over the past year. They say that Mephistopheles has returned and is bestowing his favor on his followers once more.”

Annarkie spat in her empty wine glass. “Never say that name aloud. Who knows which whispers will carry these days? Of course, I will not be dissuaded. The talk of that monster coming back is exactly why I need to destroy his followers before he can use them to steal more souls.”

“They say our kind lack souls in the first place.”

Our kind. Annarkie bit back a bitter smile. If Doug only knew.

She rose from her blue La-Z-Boy and crossed the cluttered room to her weapons cabinet. Tonight, she’d wield her favorite sword. Forged over a thousand years ago, with techniques long gone from Earth, the blade was imbued with magic, strength, and lightness. She wished she could use it to kill rather than merely slow down her enemies.

At least she could use her blade to prepare those enemies for her hired crew of rogue vampires to deliver the killing blows if she couldn’t take her targets alive.

Doug replaced his cowboy hat and regarded Annarkie with a grim smile. “When you saved my life, I told you I’d follow you into hell. I suppose that night has come. I’ll get my weapons and make sure the others are ready to move.”

An hour later, she and the three rogue vampires she’d recruited passed through the portal in Newport, emerging in a remote forest ten miles from Shellandria for only moments before she created a portal to take them back to Earth to La Grande, Oregon, effectively cutting their trip by hundreds of miles. The pill she’d taken had kicked in, easing the tension in her back, and giving her an edge of euphoria that she would channel into combat.

A van was left for them in the Denny’s parking lot as promised, no questions asked when the money was exchanged.

Nervousness churned in her belly as she slid into the driver’s seat, Doug settling into the front seat beside her. According to her spies, there were around forty members of the Order of Eternal Night, a deranged vampire cult, outside of Baker City. A quarter of the Baker City group were involved in a child trafficking ring. Annarkie had never stormed a cell this large, nor attempted to take so many prisoners.

Temptation to have her people execute the monsters instead of delivering them to the Elders whispered through her mind. But no, she couldn’t. The whole point of this was to keep the Elders aware that their efforts to maintain law and order were not cutting it. And to show Delgarias that he did not have as firm a grip on his people as he assumed.

Her own hypocrisy niggled at her. If not for her belief that Delgarias would bring lawbreaking vampires to justice, she wouldn’t continue with such a risky endeavor. The man may be a traitor and…worse to her personally, but he was fair, and his efforts had kept his fellow vampires from being anywhere near the danger to humans and other species as they’d originally been intended to be.

And he was powerful. Possibly more powerful than she was. If he were not, Annarkie wouldn’t take such pleasure in tweaking his nose.

Once more, shame twisted her belly. Taunting the oldest vampire in the world was not her main priority this night. Ensuring the safety of countless children should consume her focus until the task was accomplished.

When Annarkie and her small band of rogue vampires were a mile from the cultist’s lair, a compound of steel and concrete buildings that resembled a commercial farm, she pulled the van off the main road and parked it behind a house that she knew was vacant.

Doug and the other vampires, Nance, and Sven, scented the air. Annarkie joined them, even though her senses weren’t as enhanced in that way. Still, she sniffed the night air that held that crisp and somewhat burnt scent that came every fall, trying not to shiver in the cold that weakened her. A difficult feat when the butter-soft leather pants and jacket she wore for protection and ease of movement seemed to absorb the chill in the air. To distract herself from the cold, she looked up at the full moon and smattering of stars. The tranquil view contrasted with her jittering anticipation of the chaos and bloodshed soon to follow.

Nance spoke first. “No others nearby that I can smell.”

“I don’t smell anyone either,” Doug said.

Annarkie and Sven nodded in agreement. Still, they unpacked their weapons quietly as possible. Everyone except Annarkie carried at least one firearm along with their blades.

“You must be very old,” Nance remarked, eyeing Annarkie’s sword. “Even though you shield well enough not to radiate the aura of an ancient, the old ones never seem to like guns.”

You have no idea how old, she thought, biting back a bitter smirk. Aloud she said, “I could just be a terrible shot.”

Doug chuckled. “I cannot imagine you being bad at anything.”

In the early days of their acquaintance, she would have taken such remarks as shameless flirting, but now she knew that Doug held her on too high a pedestal to entertain amorous notions. He’d been her loyal assistant for over fifty years.

If he knew where I truly came from, his mind may break.

Nance may be able to handle the truth, though. She’d been with Annarkie even longer, and they’d developed a comfortable rapport. Sven was a newcomer to Annarkie’s band of rogues, so she hadn’t gotten a good read on him except that he was quick and cool under pressure and could be relied on to get the job done.

When they got as close as they dared to the compound, the essence of vampires radiated outward, almost like a thick odor. Annarkie swore she could sense their evil. She signaled a halt and motioned for Doug to go over the entrances and exits with Sven and Nance one last time.

Once everyone was briefed on the layout of the cultists’ lair, Annarkie and her team still had to wait a few more minutes before attacking. There were few times when all cult members were together in the same room, and thus, most vulnerable.

One time was when the cult gathered at midnight for one of their deranged prayers.

Two phones in Annarkie’s group vibrated when the clock struck midnight.

Annarkie gave the signal, and her group moved on silent feet toward the compound chapel they’d mapped out on the diagram.

With three vampires holding guns on them and Annarkie wielding her blade, hopefully, the slightly more innocent cultists would give up the traffickers.

If they decided to protect the criminals…well, there would be blood.

Rounding the corner of the building, they reached a barn that was converted into a sort of chapel used for worshipping Mephistopheles. Every cult property had one. Annarkie prayed that this wasn’t one of the places the Evil One had chosen to manifest at. She’d fight him, oh, how she burned with the need to fight him…though…she would likely lose. Especially if the rumors of his growing army were true. She’d need her own army to face him.

Annarkie and her rogues counted to ten, then burst through the door and aimed their weapons.

The enormous chamber was empty, aside from a crude, plaster statue of Baphomet that looked nothing like Mephistopheles. Stairs led to a vacant platform and an altar of sorts, where the cult leader would prattle through his ridiculous vows to worship the Evil One and plead for the cult to be welcomed back.

Above the platform was an old hayloft. That too was empty, aside from a little round table, a chair, and a few cardboard boxes.

Tension vibrated through the air, raising the hairs on the back of Annarkie’s neck.

“What—” Nance started before a horde of vampires charged through the rear door of the barn.

At the same moment, Sven shot Doug in the head, then in the heart.

Sven betrayed us, Annarkie realized with a mixture of horror, fury, and a shocking stab of hurt. She’d thought Sven was fully with her cause. But there wasn’t time to rage at the traitor, for the vampire pointed his gun at her heart.

She didn’t flinch or blink. Instead, she flicked her wrist and sliced off the hand that held the gun.

Sven’s eyes widened in shock that she’d moved so fast. Then Nance shot him pointblank in the heart.

“Well…done…Mistress,” Doug croaked past bloody lips before falling to his knees on the bare pine floor. The hole in his chest testified the awful truth that he would not survive. A vampire’s heart was one of their only vulnerable points. And there wasn’t enough of his left for blood infusions to work even if they’d had time to try.

Annarkie’s chest ached as if she’d also taken a blow to the heart. The grief she felt for this vampire stunned her. But Doug had been a devoted servant for almost sixty years. He’d always been so eager to please her. And oftentimes he’d been the only being she could trust.

Rage strained the muscles of her back, agony pushing past the pain medication she’d taken. Annarkie gripped her sword hilt and took deep breaths. She would have vengeance. But she would not lose her composure and make a mistake.

 Footsteps of an entourage of some kind sounded on the steps near her.

“Which one of you is the one called Annarkie?” a robed vampire roared. “Throw down your weapon and surrender yourself. Our master will take mercy on you for slaying one of our flock if you come over to our side. He would value a fighter like you.”

Neither Nance nor Annarkie answered.

Instead, Annarkie roared, “Give us the following vampires, who are trafficking children, and we’ll let you keep your limbs intact.”

She opened her mouth to recite the names, but the vampires charged.

Nance grinned eagerly, already firing at their attackers. “I was hoping that we’d get to fight.”

Annarkie couldn’t bring herself to tell Nance that she’d run out of bullets before all were brought down. Especially since Nance probably knew. There were more than the forty vampires Annarkie was told would be here. Closer to sixty, maybe seventy. They were pouring down the stairs, coming at her and Nance too fast to count.

A chill raced up her spine. There was a good chance that she would die this night.

She raised her sword and shifted her back to the wall, ready to meet them. Taking a deep breath, she eased the pain in her back and gathered up all her anger to build in her chest, then she channeled her fury into her arms, her sword, her body, and mind, summoning her incalculable years of training to temper the rage properly, so she could better damage the enemy and so didn’t get herself or Nance killed.

That perfect blend of anger and knowledge took over the second the first vampire came to attack her. Annarkie dropped to one knee and sliced off his foot, sending him tumbling to the floor in a bleeding, shrieking mess. She didn’t look back at him as she met her next attacker, and the next, and then the next. Hacking and slashing as Nance methodically fired, dropping many vampires like sacks of flour.

Back to back, they made quick work of the enemy, like butchers in a slaughterhouse. Only a few cultists had guns, and they bobbed and ducked, while Nance returned fire with cold accuracy, taking out half of the gunmen. Some of the braver ones crossed swords with Annarkie, only to lose their limbs.

Then Nance’s gun jammed. She cursed and threw the useless weapon at a cultist’s head with such strength that he collapsed. Annarkie had turned and guarded her with her sword, while Nance withdrew her blade, a machete she’d kept strapped over her shoulder.

Even though Nance wasn’t nearly as good with a blade as she was with a gun, she still managed to take down three vampires in a row, like a farmer reaping sheaves of wheat.

Suddenly, one of the vampires Annarkie had maimed grabbed Nance’s ankle and pulled her to the floor. She went down in a sprawl. Another legless vampire yanked the blade from her hand. Too soon, Nance was swarmed by feasting, furious vampires. Some sank their fangs into her, hoping to take her blood for strength, others tore at her like zombies in a human horror film. Then Annarkie couldn’t see her anymore.

Annarkie brought her sword down, cutting off hands and kicking the writhing beasts off her friend’s struggling form and dismembering all who tried to stop her. Sometimes sword blades reached her flesh, and one vampire managed to bite her, but she didn’t give up.

But when she got Nance free, Annarkie immediately saw that she was too late. One of those monsters had cut under her ribcage, reached in, and removed her heart.

Tears blurred Annarkie’s vision as she screamed and hacked at every vampire in reach. She’d tried to tell herself that the rogue vampires she’d enlisted over the years were merely tools, things to be used for her own ends, but she couldn’t stop remembering the peaceful times talking with Nance about books, clothes, and movies. The great thing about Nance was that she’d always stayed in the present. Unlike so many others, she never asked Annarkie about her past, and Annarkie returned the favor. Somehow, over years of working together to capture law-breaking vampires and getting comfortable around each other during downtimes, they’d become friends. Not quite as close as she’d been with Doug, but…

Doug…A choked sob strangled her as her blade clashed with a cultist’s sword. These bastards had killed Doug too. Both of her friends had been lost trying to serve her.

A red haze overcame the tears, and a scream of molten rage poured from her throat. The remaining cultist vampires paused and stared at her, startled. Her eyes must be glowing. And some of her true power was leaking through.

Annarkie didn’t care. She would have vengeance. She couldn’t deliver the killing blows, but she could drag their maimed, squirming bodies outside and let the sun finish them off. At least that was within the rules.

She raised her blade and roared, coming at them with everything she had, fully determined to paint this loathsome chapel red with the blood of the wicked.


Chapter Three

 

Delgarias heard gunshots and screams as he neared the cultist’s compound. Damn. He was either too late or right on time, depending on how things worked out.

Annarkie had reached the compound before him. 

Razvan pulled out his gun and Radu drew his sword from its sheath. “Let us join the battle,” the twins said in tandem.

As they raced towards the sounds of the fight, Delgarias drew no weapon, but his magic fomented within, rippling below the surface. “Remember, we must be cautious. I want Annarkie taken alive.”

Radu’s brows drew together as he frowned. “But we don’t know what she looks like.”

“I have a feeling we’ll know her when we see her.”

When they slipped through the door, Delgarias’s words proved true.

Dozens of vampires swarmed a female warrior garbed in black leather, and she fended them off with a blade that he immediately recognized. Shellandrian steel. Medium-length and narrow, the sword looked like those made in the eastern regions of Earth, only slightly more curved. The metal itself was a work of beauty. The sword’s forging technique involved folding the molten steel and another metal called Plitatia tightly together and imbuing each molecule with magic. Only faelin royals and high-ranking warriors carried Shellandrian steel swords. Delgarias’s astonishment increased even as a fresh wave of unease that his assumptions and plans regarding this rogue’s capture had been very wrong. How did she get a sword like that? Vampires were banned from Shellandria, as the queen refused to take part in the integration. The internal questions faded as the sight of Annarkie’s fighting style drew his focus like a magnet.

Her movements were as exquisite as her body, bloodstained as it was. She danced in a blur, dodging blows from swords and staffs, slicing cleanly through elbows and ankles.

This was a warrior of the likes he hadn’t seen in hundreds of years. But even as he watched her hack, slash, and dodge with lightning deftness, oblivious to her own blood leaking from various wounds, frustration imbued him with the need to see her face.

Because he felt more than admiration and curiosity at the sight of her. Something else stirred within him: an old, aching wound, tormenting familiarity.

Could it be?

As he watched her drop to the blood-soaked floor and use the slickness to spin on her back like a modern dancer, severing the feet of her enemies in a swirling dervish, Delgarias caught a glimpse of blazing bronze eyes, a heart-shaped face, and full, arched lips.

Lips whose taste he’d always remember.

Razvan interrupted Delgarias’s stunned revelation by shooting a vampire whose sword nearly came down to impale Annarkie.

Radu lunged forward, eager to join the fight, but Delgarias held him back.

“That is no vampire,” Delgarias told the twins, unable to control the quaver in his voice.

“What is she?” Razvan’s low voice was nearly drowned out in the sounds of clashing blades, gunshots, and screams.

Mine, he answered silently. “Don’t you worry about that. Right now, I only want her captured and taken into my custody when this bloodbath is finished.”

“But if she’s not a vampire, that makes her an enemy for killing our kind, no matter how loathsome these cultists are,” Radu said. A glimmer of regret flashed in his black eyes, though his mouth was resolute. “For that, she must be killed.”

“I want her alive,” Delgarias growled through clenched teeth. Lightning danced across his fingertips, making both twins draw back warily. “Now go finish off the ones she’s kindly incapacitated for us and try not to let her take a pound of flesh from you as well.”

“Yes, Eminence.” Radu brought his sword down on an armless vampire who was trying to squirm away and Delgarias incinerated another with a fireball.

Razvan remained where he was, methodically firing at any vampire who carried a gun. A good plan. Because if one of the cultists killed the woman who now called herself Annarkie, Delgarias would lose her forever.

But she seemed determined to thwart him, daring death as she was swarmed by enemy vampires and their blades. Both her blade and fighting skills were superior in quality, but the cultists had the advantage in quantity even after she’d taken out at least thirty from the sight of the bodies on the floor.

The horde tried to back her into a corner, but she charged up the wall, running across it in skittering steps that defied gravity.

“Goddamn,” Razvan breathed. “You’re right. A vampire could do that if she utilized her levitation, but it would look clumsy. Or if she used her speed, one wouldn’t see her move.”

Annarkie reached the stairs to the loft at the same time as her pursuers. With the same light steps, she darted up the banister, swinging her sword with exquisite precision, always maiming, never killing.

Because if she killed one of them—

A severed hand whooshed through the air, nearly striking Delgarias on the face. Flecks of hot blood spattered on his cheeks.

A sharp crack tore through the chamber as the railing of the loft above broke, sending splinters of wood and three vampires to crash to the wooden floor. One of the weathered boards swung up and split, impaling an unfortunate cultist through the heart.

Delgarias gasped. Would that count as her killing someone? Would it—

Annarkie let out a battle cry, terrible, keening and infused with defiance. He looked up to see her drop two more vampires her Shellandrian steel sword. But she was flagging. Delgarias saw it in the pallor of her skin beneath its coating of gore and the barely perceptible slowing down of her sword strikes.

She needed help. And yet, Delgarias hesitated. If she noticed him, the distraction would be too great and he could get her killed.

Another scream reverberated through the chamber, rattling his bones. Annarkie rose up in the air and wings burst through her back, the feathers gleaming copper and bronze. Her attackers froze where they stood, eyes wide with awe and terror.

“No!” Delgarias roared, for he’d seen this scene before.

But she didn’t even glance his way. Power rushed through the room, a heavy wind, seeming to suck the oxygen from the room.

Annarkie raised her hands, palms outward, and thrust her power at the remaining cultists.

The blast was deafening and powerful, throwing the cultists into the wall like a bomb had detonated. The building shook, boards snapped, and dust and debris fell from the rafters.

Delgarias retained his footing with great effort. With panic clawing at his throat, he looked up. Annarkie still stood, yet her glorious wings drooped like wilting flowers. The vampires she’d struck writhed on the floor of the loft, groaning in pain. Others were unconscious, yet thankfully breathing…until Delgarias made it otherwise. Thank the fates, she hadn’t done what Xochitl had done and only got away with because of her unique genetics.

Annarkie made her way down the stairs, swaying as she clung to the banister. Her leather jacket, split up the back from her wings, slipped off her arms in two shredded halves. Delgarias stared at her, marveling at how her kind could toe the line of their limitations.

But she may have crossed that line. His nervousness returned as he saw her sway too far forward. Her foot slipped on a blood-slick step, and she began to fall.

Delgarias rushed forward in a burst of preternatural speed and caught her before she could take an ugly tumble.

Tawny eyes the color of polished bronze widened as she stared up at him in stunned recognition.

“Del?” she whispered weakly.

“Nik.” He heard his voice crack. His eyes burned as they traced every contour of her face. “It was you all along? Arresting my people and taunting me for centuries?”

A dry chuckle emerged from her beautiful lips. Her words slurred as she smirked up at him. “I was wondering how long it would take before you found out.”

Her copper lashes fluttered closed, and she went limp in his arms.

Prickles of fear raced down his back as he remembered Xochitl’s long coma after she’d killed a man. So many of these vampires were near death. There was only one way to take them from Nikkita’s tally.

Carefully cradling the love of his life, Delgarias scooped up her sword and the halves of her jacket before he turned to Razvan and Radu. “Finish them. All of them. Then go home, and tell no one of what has happened this night.”

Razvan levelled a glare at him. “You expect us to clean up the mess this creature made and not tell our people, or the Queen that a rogue mercenary massacred the largest cell of the Order of Eternal Night that we’ve ever seen?”

“Yes, that is precisely what I expect.” Delgarias swallowed the lump in his throat and pulled on his mantle of authority. He shifted his grip on Nik long enough to place her belongings in his bottomless pouch.

Radu impaled an armless vampire’s heart with his sword, then looked back up at Delgarias. “And what about her? She’s a luminite, isn’t she? That’s why she didn’t kill any of these cultists directly. Luminites can’t kill. I expect that Xochitl and Kerainne would want to know that we’ve found one of their kin.”

Razvan’s black eyes narrowed. “Especially if she is the particular kin that we suspect she is. Xochitl would be devastated if we betrayed her like this.”

“I will tell her and Kerainne,” Delgarias promised sincerely, desiring the reunion as well. “I just need some time.”

“How long?” the twins chorused, suspicion lacing their voices.

“Long enough to find out why she’s been hiding from me and from her family for so long. Why she’s taken on a mission of vigilante justice against the criminals amongst our people.”

“Dear God.” Radu looked back at the carnage on the floor. “What will we tell the Elders?”

“That story can also wait,” Delgarias said with more confidence than he felt. “Now I need to get Nikkita to safety and tend to her wounds so she doesn’t expire and lose a chance to reunite with her family.”

Razvan arched one dark eyebrow. “Sure. After you try to win her heart back. I heard you two have quite the history.”

You have no idea. Delgarias didn’t answer aloud. Instead, he carried Nikkita Leonine, his luminite princess, out the door, with the sounds of slaughter echoing behind him.
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When he reached one of his hidden lairs, this one tucked away in the aptly named Hideaway Springs, the sky was turning gray with the impending dawn. If he didn’t get inside soon, Nik’s death wasn’t the only thing he had to worry about.

A memory of sitting on a hill beside Nikkita watching the sunrise taunted him. So many summers together, so many springs lost.

Julia, the house’s caretaker, opened the door. Only a single twitch of her eyelid betrayed her reaction to the blood-drenched woman Delgarias carried. At least Nik’s wings had receded beneath her back sometime during the trip.

“I am going below,” Delgarias said, striding past Julia. “Bring me a bowl of warm water and a washcloth.” He paused at the stairs to the underground chambers. “On second thought, bring me a large pot of warm water and several washcloths…. And soap.”

Unfazed by his brusque commands, Julia quickly obeyed. By the time Delgarias had Nikkita settled in the master bedroom, towels spread on the mattress beneath her to protect the bedding, the housekeeper entered with the washcloths and water.

At last, Nikkita Leonine was back in his bed. Delgarias stared at her with a mixture of awe and regret. If only she was there willingly.

With tentative fingers, he brushed a heavy crimson-soaked lock of her hair from her eyes.

Eyes that snapped open and looked at him with mingled fury and distress.

Nikkita reached up and grasped his wrist. “I can’t die this time. I can’t!”

This time. He marveled at her kind’s unique brand of immortality. How many times had she been killed? “But if you die, you’ll return to the realm of your people and escape me again.”

“I’ll never escape you.” The loathing in her voice was like a blade through his heart.

“I could say the same about you.” He couldn’t conceal his bitterness. “All these years, you’ve been aware of what I am, and you’ve been tweaking my nose and dancing out of reach while I continued to think you were forever lost to me. None of the luminites of Medicia returned after Mephistopheles and his horde destroyed the land. I thought you were among those taken to his world. Why couldn’t you have made yourself known to me?”

“I don’t know.” It was a partial truth, he sensed. She was hiding something. Many things, in fact. But now was not the time to press her, not with her grip on his arm weakening, not with the pleading look in her eyes. “Please, Del, help me. Don’t let me die. I know I have no right to ask this of you, but—”

“Hush.” He brushed more blood-soaked hair from her face. “I won’t let you die.”

He raised his hand and pressed his ring finger to one of his fangs. Nikkita watched him with a combination of fascination and disgust. When he lowered his bleeding finger to her lips, she squirmed back in revulsion.

“It’s only a few drops. If you want to live, drink. Our blood heals.”

Nikkita wrinkled her nose, but she tilted her head up, and her pink tongue darted out to lick at the blood.

Delgarias shivered with unbidden arousal as a memory of her licking his finger in other circumstances flitted through his mind like a tormenting demon of lust.

He closed his eyes and breathed deeply through his nose, trying to focus on the present, and not the erotic, blissful pleasure that he’d likely never experience again.

Nik took a few drops before the puncture on his finger healed. Color returned to her cheeks, but her eyes were still glazed with exhaustion. And that was something his blood couldn’t fix. Even with her immense powers, no one could fight like she had and not succumb to clinical fatigue.

Was that the proper term? Delgarias frowned a moment, then shook his head as he checked her pulse. No matter. She’d worn herself out, plain and simple. She’d live, but she needed rest.

“I’m going to clean the blood off of you.” He dipped a washcloth in the large pot and wrung it out. “And then you’re going to sleep.”

“You will not take my clothes off.” Her voice slurred, but held a thread of steel as well as the imperious command of the princess she used to be.

“I won’t,” he agreed. “Nothing to be done there until you’re strong enough to shower or bathe. The bathroom’s right over there. But I can make you more comfortable, take care of your visible wounds, and ensure the safety of my comforter in case you roll off these towels.”

At first, it seemed that she’d fallen asleep. But then her chin dipped down and back up slightly. “Uh-huh.”

He took that as permission, and proceeded to wash her face and arms. The skin-tight black leather that she wore was as ideal for fighting as it was seductive. And it was easy to clean. He was able to wipe down the knees and below, but he didn’t dare go higher, much as he wanted to. After her pants were clean, he was better able to see the cuts and gashes through the ruined fabric. Some wounds, especially one high on her thigh, still seeped profusely. Delgarias carefully cut holes in the leather, so he could clean and bandage the wounds that he could reach.

Her face and the top half of her body also sustained some damage. Cuts and bruises marred her beautiful, pale arms, blotches of thundercloud purple and crimson slashes. Her left cheek and right eye also sported angry red bruises that were darkening by the moment. Delgarias bared his fangs in fury at the sight of such desecrated beauty and hoped he’d been the one to kill the bastards who’d hit her in the face.

Her low-backed halter top was practically sliced to ribbons by enemy swords. Delgarias frowned ruefully at the deep cuts and gashes across her ribs, shoulders, and stomach. Why the hell hadn’t she worn a Kevlar vest? While it couldn’t stand up to blades, it would have served her better than this shirt. And protected her if she’d been shot. Then he remembered her wings. A Kevlar vest would likely impede them more than a shirt, and her top half would have been naked had she not chosen this garment. Delgarias cleaned the cuts and gashes, biting his finger and dripping his blood into the worst ones, gratified to see that the blood he’d already fed her seemed to be doing its work.

With another washcloth, he carefully worked at her hair, scrubbing sections of the gorgeous metallic copper and bronze strands until the blood and chunks of flesh were removed. He found a lump on her head, what the humans called a “goose egg.” Delgarias frowned. Although her kind healed quickly, concussions could still kill. He carefully sifted through her hair, making sure her skull hadn’t cracked. When satisfied, he took a brush and began working out the worst of her tangles.

Nik moaned softly and shifted a little, but she didn’t tell him to stop. With bittersweet nostalgia, he recalled how much she’d loved for him to brush her hair.

Julia brought him another load of towels, knowing from the sight of Nik’s gory appearance, that it would take more than what Del had downstairs. She offered to help with Nik’s hair, and politely withdrew when refused.

Still, she paused in the doorway. “This one is not of your kind. She will need food and water, yes?”

“Yes, though I do not know how long it will be before she’s conscious.” Yet again, Delgarias was stunned with Julia’s cool practicality. She knew that she was the only human in the house and that he was involved in strange and dangerous things, yet she took it in stride.

“Well, since you have everything in hand, I’ll leave until she’s awake and peckish. Ring me when you need me to bring food down.” With a respectful nod, she left the room.

Delgarias returned to his task on Nik’s hair, enjoying the feel of the silken coppery locks running through his fingers. He could still remember the first time he’d touched it. A triumph that he’d once doubted he’d ever have the chance to experience.

He remembered the day they’d first met. He’d been summoned personally by his aunt, the Queen of Shelandria. Although a summons from the queen was a rare occasion and always meant something of great importance, but he’d had no idea how important.

Brushing Nikkita’s hair, his mind drifted back thousands of years.

Delgarias bowed to the faelin Queen. Modron was his aunt, and even looked a lot like him, with the same bi-layered black hair and pale blue eyes. But when he was formally summoned, she never treated him like a nephew.

“Duke Dullahan,” she addressed him by his courtesy title. “You’re a purple-robed high sorcerer now, yes?”

“Yes, my queen.” He wondered where she was headed with this.

“And you’ve passed your two-hundredth birthday?”

“Yes.” Comprehension dawned. There were few things faelin were not permitted to do until they reached that age. Most age limits were set in the first century.

“Splendid.” She leaned forward and fixed him with a commanding stare. “I would like you to join my son as part of the next envoy to Medicia to trade and treat with the luminites.”

The luminites. Delgarias’s pulse jumped with excitement. They were the only creatures more powerful and long-lived than the faelin. If not for their one hindrance, they’d be at the pinnacle of the magical food chain.

He’d read about them in books, and felt one’s presence a time or two, a dizzying rush of power that made his scalp tingle. But never had he seen one up close. They were reputed to be the most beautiful creatures in the universe, with luminous skin, glittering eyes, and gilt wings—whose feathers the faelin traded dearly for. Delgarias long wondered if the creatures lived up to their reputation and the few portraits he’d seen.

To hide his excitement, Delgarias bowed low. “Yes, my queen.”

After he packed for the journey, he met the prince and the other two members of the envoy in the courtyard. They loaded their packhorses and then brought the horses to the riverboat they’d take most of the way to Medicia.

Prince Eldrion, the queen’s son, was as excited for the trip as Delgarias was. He ran a hand through his lush golden hair and grinned at Delgarias and the others. “There are two unwed princesses. Princess Kerainne has hair of spun gold and eyes like emeralds. Her beauty rendered me breathless the last time I set eyes upon them fifty years ago. The younger princess, Nikkita wasn’t there at the time, but I heard that she has copper and bronze hair and eyes that shift from gold to bronze. I hope to gain the courage to speak to them this time. Perhaps one of us could secure a more permanent and intimate alliance with the Leonine family.”

“Luminites only mate with their own kind,” Delgarias corrected him.

Eldrion chuckled, undaunted. “I’m certain one of us could be persuasive. Tales of the faelin charm and seduction are whispered about the world.”

“For humans who do not recoil from us in fear, yes,” Delgarias replied diplomatically, not mentioning the fact that the queen would likely prefer for her son to marry another faelin and keep the bloodline pure. “But something in a luminite radiates repulsion in males of other species.” When Eldrion blinked at him in confusion, he clarified. “Your cock would go flaccid the moment you were close to a luminite female. I’ve read about it and—”

“That’s not always true,” Eldrion corrected. “There have been three instances of luminite and faelin pairings in known history and probably more. Two even bore fruit. And there’s long been talk of humans on Earth managing to mate with the sacred beings. Perhaps by force.”

Delgarias shuddered. Rape was forbidden amongst his people. One of the few crimes that carried a death sentence rather than exile. “None of those rumors regarding such matings were proven though, at least according to the texts I’ve read.”

Eldrion chuckled. “Young Delgarias, when you’ve lived as long as I have, you’ll learn that every supposed law of nature has a way around it. Therefore, there is a chance for me to return to Shellandria with a luminite princess at my side.”

Delgarias shook his head at his companion’s foolishness, never knowing how deeply Eldrion’s words would impact him for the rest of his life…

 


Chapter Four

 

Two thousand, three hundred years ago….

 

Nikkita Leonine frowned, struggling to concentrate on the map of Earth and the notated countries where magic users were in danger. Most of the non-human magical beings had emigrated to Aisthanesthai over the last few centuries, but for some reason, the humans were being stubborn, even if remaining in their world would get them killed. She was trying to determine which society she should try to save first, but the current goings-on in the royal household continued to interrupt her.

The palace was aflutter with the upcoming visit from the faelin prince and his envoys from Shellandria. Nikkita didn’t understand the excitement. Different races of beings visited once every fifty years or so, and it was always the same. Ostentatious feasts and dances, private meetings between the envoy’s leaders and her parents, and trading, the only part she really enjoyed. She’d missed the previous faelin visit since she’d been acting as an envoy to Kanuria at the time.

Nik sighed. She’d rather avoid the tedium and stay in her room with her maps and books. There was so much to learn…

Footsteps thundered up the stairs before her older sister, Kerainne burst through the door. “They’re here!”

“So?” Nikkita turned back to her maps.

“Come on, you need to get dressed and stand with me and Mother to greet them.” Kerainne crouched down and tugged her sister’s elbow. “The faelin are the closest beings we have to equals.”

“No.” Despite her argument, Nikkita reluctantly allowed herself to be pulled up. “That would be dragons. They live for five thousand years. And their magic is more potent.”

And she couldn’t wait to meet one, whenever they came out one of their centuries-long hibernations.

“Fine.” Kerainne rolled her eyes. “The faelin are the closest bipedal beings we have to equals.” She crossed the messy bedchamber and pulled Nikkita’s court gown from the wardrobe, a floor-length gown of lei, a faelin-made fabric that was softer than silk. The gown was shimmering copper with an open back to accommodate her wings. Her sister’s gown was of the same fabric and style, only the color was the pale green of spring buds.

Nikkita dressed with her usual uncaring hurriedness, the stitches of the delicate fabric of the gown protesting when she forced her arm through the sleeve too aggressively. “I don’t see why we have to have our wings out when we can’t fly with these dresses. Not if we don’t want the prince and delegates looking up our skirts.”

Kerainne giggled, sounding younger than her two hundred years. “We do it to show them that we can fly, and they cannot. Not without using magic.”

After her sister brushed Nik’s waist-length hair, there wasn’t time to style it, so they headed downstairs. Nik was secretly relieved. She preferred to wear her hair down, a shield, a blanket of comfort. Their Queen mother allowed it since Nikkita’s hair was her best feature, multi-hued shades of copper and bronze that shone metallic in the faintest light. Even her sister professed envy, for the gold in Kerainne’s hair only shone in the sunlight.

Nikkita held back a rueful smile. Her sister still possessed the greater beauty. Kerainne’s golden hair was traditionally more admired and coveted not only by her own kind, but also by the faelin and the humans. Her eyes shifted between every shade of green, each as lovely as the last, but aside from the colors, Kerainne’s eyes radiated a goodness and purity that brought comfort to everyone she spoke with. Her skin was pearlescent, making her look ethereal, while her petite form made her seem delicate. Most luminite women were on the short side, especially in comparison to the faelin, but Kerainne was small among her own kind.

After putting on her jewelry and the little gold circlet that represented her rank as a luminite princess, Nikkita went down to meet her parents. Her mother, Queen Natalya, immediately fussed over Kerainne’s perfection, while her father, King Kiernan, gave Nikkita a sympathetic smile and subtly straightened her little crown.

As a united front, they left the palace, surrounded by guards and their seneschal to greet the faelin visitors.

Although there was a dais outside with thrones prepared for the royal family to sit, Queen Natalya led them further out into the courtyard to watch the distant figures dismount from their horses, which were taken away by the royal stable hands so they could greet the Leonines on equal footing.

When they neared the royal family, Nikkita couldn’t stop herself from staring at the faelin envoys. They were beautiful. How had she forgotten reading about that? Their skin was as smooth as a luminite’s. Their hair glittered in the sunlight like dew-covered jewels. When they drew closer, she observed that their hair strands were translucent with dark cores inside. One had black hair that shone like obsidian covered in diamond chips. The other’s hair was a glittering waterfall of liquid gold, nearly as pretty as Kerainne’s. The other two had hair the color of fall leaves.

The dark-haired envoy’s eyes met hers, and the contact jolted her like a power blast to the heart. He wore the purple robes of a sorcerer of the second most powerful rank.

Now that was exciting. Nikkita and Kerainne loved magic. They studied together in Medicia’s mage school, and later with Tessa, a luminite high sorceress, seeking out new spells and ways to increase their power. As of now, they’d both attained their blue robes. In the next few centuries, they would apprentice with sorcerers of other species, and even the various human nationalities to earn purple, then finally the black robes of high sorceresses.

The golden-haired faelin man introduced himself first as Prince Elriond of Shellandria, son of Queen Modron. Nikkita’s attention drifted as he went on to spout pleasantries. She was still captivated with the sorcerer beside him.

At last, the prince shut up and the sorcerer bowed and introduced himself. “I am Delgarias Dullahan, grand sorcerer, as well as nephew and envoy to Queen Modron of Shellandria.” He introduced his companion, but Nik didn’t catch the name or title, so caught up in fascination with his wondrous hair and eyes and the timbre of his voice. “We are honored to be invited to your most sacred kingdom of Medicia.”

Delgarias. What a strong, intriguing name.

She watched him make his way down the receiving line, addressing everyone in order by their rank as the other faelin followed suit. Nik couldn’t stop staring at his glittering hair, wondering what it would feel like between her fingers.

“…greet you with pleasure, Queen Natalya Leonine and King Kiernan, Queen Dowager Siexanne…. Princess Kerainne, and Princess Nikkita.”

When Delgarias bowed before her, Nikkita was struck by his great height. Yes, she’d recalled hearing that faelin were tall, but she hadn’t imagined they’d be that tall. And his eyes. They were the hue of blue of icicles at dusk with arcing lines of a darker blue through the iris like veins of cobalt. His fingers were longer than a human’s or a luminite’s, and when they curled under hers to raise her hand for a kiss, she sucked in a breath.

Delgarias paused immediately, his narrow black brows drawn together with concern.

He thinks I’m repulsed by his long fingers! Nik realized. She squeezed his hand and smiled up at him, hoping to put him at ease. “I was told that the faelin were beautiful, but I was not prepared to see a man this beautiful.”

His eyes widened before he favored her with a smile that promised secrets. “I am experiencing the same reaction to you.”

Immediately, her cheeks flamed. She had not intended for her words to come out sounding like a flirtation.

And yet, when he lowered his head and brushed his lips across her knuckles, her belly fluttered with an excitement she’d never felt around a man of any species.

When he released her to join the seneschal and his companions greeted her, Nikkita felt bereft, so much that she was probably rude to the other envoys.

Kerainne grasped her hand as they headed back inside the palace to the banquet hall. “Aren’t they fascinating?”

Nikkita nodded, unable to find the words for what had passed between her and Delgarias. Fumbling, she managed to whisper, “Does their touch always feel like sparks dancing across your flesh?”

“No.” Kerainne’s curved lips twisted in a frown of concern. “Did one of them try to bespell you?”

“I don’t think so.” Nikkita went through every detail and sensation that had accompanied the encounter with Delgarias. Though she felt the magic radiating from him like heat from a furnace, she hadn’t sensed any of it directed at her. “I would have been able to tell. We had years of training on being able to discern such a thing.”

“Then why do you suppose…” Kerainne trailed off and then her emerald green eyes widened. “Oh!”

“Don’t say it.” Nik gripped her sister’s hand tight and spoke in a low, warning tone through gritted teeth. “Don’t you dare say it.”

Her sister was undaunted. “You’re attracted to one of them! It’s finally happened. You’ve had your first igniting. Which one is was it? The sorcerer or the prince?”

“The other one is a prince?”

“Yes. You didn’t hear Eldrion introduce himself as such? Or hear everyone else greet him by his title?”

Nik flushed. Now she vaguely remembered. “I guess not.”

“My goodness. I thought I was muzzy-headed when Prince Lucian comes to visit.”

Nik nodded for the first time in genuine comprehension of how Kerainne felt. The Jagwolfes were a luminite family who reigned over one of the kingdoms in Luminista, the home realm of their kind. They were as long-reigning and respected as the Leonines. Kerainne swore that any day, Mother would betroth her to Prince Lucian Jagwolfe. And when the Jagwolfes came to visit Medicia, she made a fool out of herself trying to worm herself into his presence.

Nik had always marveled at the way her sister could be so ridiculous around that male when she was usually composed and wise the rest of the time.

Oh no. Her eyes widened as she fully comprehended what had prompted her sister’s silly behavior around the handsome luminite prince. Would Nik’s reactions to Delgarias turn her into a fool as well?

I will ignore him during the banquet, she vowed. Then he can’t distract me with his unique beauty and the feel of his power.

Her sister inadvertently helped cool the sudden conflagration within Nik’s being. “Too bad faelin and luminites can rarely mate.”

That was right. A touch of grief weighted her chest. The faelin sorcerer would likely never feel so much as a stir of arousal for her. Best to return her focus on the spells she wanted to learn and the people that she and her sister wanted to save.

Despite Nik’s resolve to ignore the intriguing sorcerer during the feast, she couldn’t help being disappointed that he was seated between her father and Kerainne, so she couldn’t converse with him directly. Prince Elriond was seated between her and Mother.

The first courses were brought out by palace servants. Some were human, some were young luminites. But no one ever remained a servant for their entire life in Medicia unless they chose.

There was a choice of a creamy mushroom soup, or a hearty vegetable soup. Nik loved soup, so she had both. As the servants anticipated her tastes, they’d already placed two bowls by her plate. Salads of spring greens were brought out next, along with loaves of steaming bread and crocks of soft butter.

Cup bearers offered sweet wine from Gialla, crisp spring water, and struckleberry juice. Nik went for the wine, knowing the conversations would be stilted.

Nik did her best to ignore Delgarias and converse politely with the faelin prince, telling him about the magic training she received with her sister and about the work they did in the Earth realm, helping human mages cross over to Aisthanesthai.

The prince’s eyes narrowed with a touch of scorn as he replied imperiously, “Why does a creature so superior as yourself care about the fates of some pathetic humans in a world where magic has been dying out?”

Nik was appalled at Elriond’s utter lack of empathy. “But magic is sacred to all of us, it’s what holds the very fabric of our world together. If magic can die out of Earth, it could happen to Aisthanesthai.”

Delgarias’s voice was like a soothing caress to her temper. “She’s right, cousin. Mephistopheles wants all magic to die out from Earth. That is why he took Atlantis, Avalon, Mu, and so many other powerful kingdoms from that world. To maintain our stand against him, all magic everywhere should be cultivated and protected at all times.”

Nik nodded, her body warming all over at the sorcerer’s vehement defense of hers and her sister’s most important mission. “And right now, many of Earth’s civilizations are developing religions that fear and despise magic. Those cults are brainwashing non-magic people to put their few remaining mages to death. No mage should stand by and let another mage die. Not when we can save them.”

Elriond looked chastened for a second, then his sneer returned. “But why are you luminites helping the humans? Especially when some humans have managed to violate your kind. And you being princesses. That seems too big a risk that would be better undertaken by others.”

Nik fumed at him bringing up those rare incidents of her kind’s history with Earth. However, she managed to sound calm. “For one thing, most of those matings happened by choice and are rare miracles we celebrate, for the half-human luminites have talents we don’t possess. Some of the meat on our table comes from their ability to hunt.”

She took a deep drink of her wine and continued, fixing him with a burning glare. “For another, we are the best people to save the Earth mages. We can blend in with the humans better than the faelin, and we are stronger than the human mages of Aisthanesthai. We’re also immortal. To speak of my sister and me as if we were weak Earth-human women is a little…” insulting, she wanted to say, but her parents would be furious. “Misguided,” she finished diplomatically. “But it is a good thing you and your envoys are here. So that we may learn more about each other and our aims.”

Elriond’s brows raised nearly to his hairline before he gave her a shaky half smile and raised his glass in a subtle toast. From his frustrated expression, the faelin prince knew that his words had insulted her, but her shift to diplomacy made it impossible for him to continue arguing with her without making himself look like a cad.

Delgarias spoke again, raising his glass in an obvious toast. “Well said, Princess. Our peoples have much to learn from each other. Our alliance must be stronger than Shellandrian steel if we have any hope of standing strong against the Evil One.”

The whole table toasted in fervent agreement to that sentiment, and Elriond decided that he tired of sparring with Nikkita and turned to talk with Queen Natalya instead.

That suited Nik fine. She exchanged a smile of mutual respect with Delgarias and devoured her two soups, annoyed that they had nearly gone cold. Hopefully there was a large pot of the mushroom soup left over so that she could have some sent up to her room later.

The main courses arrived. For the fish, they had filets of sea bass drowned in butter and light seasoning, for poultry, there were herb-crusted chickens roasted until their skin was brown and crispy, and for the red meat, elk smoked in a special seasoning rub and served with a tangy sauce.

Side dishes included trays of fresh vegetables and fruit, braised herbed potatoes, sweet corn, garlic green beans, and plenty of rice.

Nik used to marvel at all the meat they had on feast days. Only the humans and half-luminites could hunt and kill the animals, so she wondered how they could manage to eat a meat course every day and then have several when they had visitors or celebrations. Her sister discovered the answer first, as she was usually the more inquisitive of the two. Long ago, sorcerers had managed to create containers that could capture and freeze time. One could bake a pie, place it in one of those containers, and a hundred years later, they could open the container and the pie would be steaming hot and fresh as it had been when taken out of the oven.

“Do you think someone could put a person in there?” Nik had asked one late night when she and her sister sat on the palace roof, looking up at the stars and talking about things reserved only for the best of friends.

Kerainne had looked alarmed by the question. “I suppose one could hunch down in the largest ones that are made for sides of beef, but that could be uncomfortable and torturous.”

“But you said time does not pass in them.”

“Oh. That’s right.” Kerainne’s expression had turned wary and speculative.

“We should try it sometime.”

Before Nik could dwell on the results of that experiment, Cyrus, the other faelin envoy seated on her left side brought her back to the present. “I heard that you and your sister are accomplished in swordplay.”

Guilt squirmed in her full belly. Aside from eating an embarrassing amount of meat and potatoes, she’d been completely ignoring a person she was supposed to be conversing with. As dessert was carried in, she made up for it by telling the faelin envoy about all the tutors from various regions of Aisthanesthai who’d taught them their styles of sword fighting. That brought the conversation to the faelin kingdom’s infamous steel.

But as she tried to listen to Cyrus’s description of how Shellandrian steel was forged, Nik’s attention kept straying to the sorcerer on the other side of the table. Oftentimes, she couldn’t see him, with her father’s broad shoulders blocking her view. But when he leaned forward to help himself to more wine, or to take another slice of pie, Nik was gifted another glimpse. By the end of the meal, he caught her leaning forward to steal another peek. He raised one dark eyebrow and made her cheeks burn with embarrassment, but then his lips quirked in a knowing half-smile that made her lower body shiver again.

After the meal, everyone filed out of the dining hall to prepare for the first of the diplomatic talks. Those barred from participating were dismissed for the rest of the evening. Nik was eager to talk with her sister more about the enticing faelin sorcerer, but this time, Kerainne was invited to take part in the talks since she’d reached her two-hundredth year. Nikkita’s hundredth birthday was approaching, but her parents still considered her too young to take part in politics. Her mother advised her to go straight to bed to be well-rested for the trading and the ball scheduled for tomorrow.

Normally, Nikkita would be relieved to be spared the boring hours of talking about alliances and treaties. But not tonight. Her eyes had not yet drunk their fill of Delgarias. She wished she could go in the star chamber and listen to his dark, musical voice and watch the graceful gestures he made with his long-fingered hands as he talked about his magical training, how he grew up, and what his favorite color was.

Irritated at the unfairness of being left out and at the intensity of her feelings about this visitor, Nik was in no mood to retire early. Instead, she went out in the gardens to release some of her pent-up frustration with sword practice.

This time, she took one of her Shellandrian steel blades that had been purchased in the lands of the rising sun and practiced in the style of the Shyr warriors; a graceful, deadly dance.

First, Nikkita stood with a wide stance, knees slightly bent, facing an imaginary opponent. She grasped the hilt of her sword with her right hand, and the sheathe with her left. Then she adjusted her stance so that heel of her left foot was even with her right heel, though turned slightly outward. With a quick, continuous move, she drew the sword from the sheath, tucked the sheath behind her with her left hand and swung the blade horizontally from left to right in a blurring arc.

She practiced side cuts meant to disembowel, downward slashing movements meant to cut or block, and overhead cuts meant to maim. She imagined she was a human or faelin warrior, able to kill her enemy. One of the brutish Romans, perhaps, or a demon in Mephistopheles’s dark horde.

A silken voice softly rumbled behind her. “You’re very good with that blade.”

Nik jumped and her sword slipped from her hand and thudded on the grass. She quickly bent and snatched it back up before whirling around to see Delgarias standing in the shadows between the lilac trees, watching her with an admiring gaze that seemed to hold a touch of hunger.

“Sorcerer Delgarias,” Nik stammered and dipped a clumsy curtsey.

“Princess Nikkita,” he replied in that same intimate tone that made her shiver. “I should say that I’d come out here for some air and moonlight and am surprised to discover you here, but that would be a lie and my kind are as incapable of lying as yours is of killing.”

Nik’s mouth went dry and her pulse leapt to her throat. “You knew I was here?”

He nodded and stepped out of the shadows. His black-cored translucent hair reflected the moonlight, making him look like he was shrouded in a starry sky. “I saw you from the balcony of my chambers and was compelled to come down for a closer look.”

Heat flared between her thighs and her stomach fluttered at his words. He’d been watching her? And he wanted to be closer to her? She licked her lips and dared to step closer to him. “Um… do you know your way around a blade?”

He dipped his head in a slight nod. “I am not as well-practiced as you are, and I know very little of the Shyr style. But I do not wish to spar with you this night. Perhaps we could sit and talk?”

“Of course,” she managed in a steady tone, though inside she was quaking with excitement.

Nik led Delgarias to a marble bench under a large willow tree and held her breath as he sat beside her, so close that she could feel the heat of his body emanating from the purple velvet of his robes.

If she’d been sitting so close to a luminite man under the moonlight and without a chaperone, it would have been considered terribly inappropriate. But since other species usually weren’t sexually attracted to her kind, she didn’t know what the exact etiquette for this situation was supposed to be. She wondered why she cared. After all, she’d spent plenty of time alone with human males in both Earth and Aisthanesthai.

Yet none of those times had ever felt so deliciously forbidden as this.


Chapter Five

 

Earth, present day

 

Delgarias sat in the overstuffed recliner that barely fit in the corner of his crowded bedroom, watching Nik sleep. Her breathing was still shallow and unsteady, and though the cuts and bruises on her face and arms were slowly healing before his eyes, lines of strain marred her brow and the corners of her eyes. It was likely that she wouldn’t die and escape him, which filled him with unfathomable relief. However, he remained baffled at the depth of her dread at the prospect of transcending back to Luminista. Although Luminites were biologically incapable of fear, Nik had seemed afraid.

The panicked look in her eyes and her desperate tone as she’d gripped his hand and begged him to not let her die still haunted his mind. The last time he’d seen her in person, she’d repudiated him with utter loathing.

And now she was begging him for his help, trusting him. Just as she had immediately when he’d first met her over two thousand years ago.

Delgarias had long wondered how his life would have gone if he hadn’t stepped out onto the balcony of the guest suite that the Leonines had provided him during his first visit to their palace and all subsequent stays. Sleep had been impossible that night, for he was always restless on nights when the moon was full. All high sorcerers were.

Yet he wondered… what if he hadn’t looked down and saw Princess Nikkita dancing in the gardens with her Shellandrian steel sword, practicing complicated moves with exquisite grace? Moves meant to kill, even though that was one of the only things her kind could never do.

She’d looked even more exquisite than she had earlier that afternoon, even though her pearl and bronze wings and lush figure in her copper lei gown had left him breathless at his first sight of her. But down in the garden, dressed in a pair of tight trousers and a loose shirt for easier movement, her once-tamed hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, Delgarias had been breathless at her wild, uninhibited, beauty.

As much as Delgarias tried to imagine what would have become of him if he’d resisted the draw of that untamed beauty, he knew he couldn’t have held back any more than the tides from the moon.

And he still remembered every word of that first conversation and every detail of their first few days together…
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Past

 

Astonished at Princess Nikkita’s calm acceptance of his brazen admission that he’d been watching her and her cheery acquiesce to his request to sit and talk, Delgarias walked on shaky legs to the marble bench she led him to.

The bench was small, clearly designed for no more than two luminites, which were much smaller in frame than the faelin. Despite his attempt at propriety, he found himself sitting so close to the princess that he could feel the heat radiating from her body. Though he’d been told that other species were usually sexually indifferent to her kind, Delgarias’s body stirred with arousal.

“You didn’t strike me as the quiet sort.” Delgarias’s voice shook as he fought with his lust.

“I’m not.” She lifted her chin just as she had when challenging Prince Elriond. “I was merely catching my breath from my sword practice.”

Reminder of that challenge made him remember why he’d wanted to talk to her alone in the first place. “I wanted to tell you that I really admire your passion and dedication in helping the Earth mages immigrate to Aisthanesthai.”

“Thank you.” Her grateful smile dazzled him. “Our mission is growing more difficult. Most of the human societies are beginning to listen to women less and less. My sister and I may have to start disguising ourselves as males if we hope to gain any ground in the Mediterranean regions.”

Delgarias nodded. “It’s becoming the same in the Briton Isles. My cousin Cleos and I are trying to get the last remaining faelin, leprechauns, and sprites out because the Prophecy foretells an insidious doom coming to Earth, but the humans there won’t listen to anything she says when we seek the mystic colonies. Instead, I have to speak for us both.”

“You visit Earth too?” Nik’s eyes reflected a new level of respect.

“Not as often as I’d like.” Oh, how those words would come back to bite him. “I too have heard word from the Keeper of the Prophecy and I ache for the plight of that doomed world.”

“I heard that the Keeper of the Prophecy is dying.” In all of Aisthanesthai’s history, there had always been someone who had visions predicting the future. That person was designated by the Conclave of High Sorcerers, who governed the world along with the King or Queen as the Keeper of the Prophecy. “I wonder who the next Keeper will be.”

“I too heard that he’s dying. Gelfed the Red is succumbing to the old age that you’ll never experience. I hope the next Keeper is a human this time,” Delgarias said, blithely unaware of how cruel the fates could be. “Our current one is a dwarf and has had to endure the accursed burden for four hundred years. Seeing garbled visions and falling into trances to spew a torrent of words that are half nonsense, with no control over when it happens… I can’t imagine having to suffer through that for a decade, much less a lifespan as long as mine.”

Once more, Delgarias was reminded that while long-lived, the faelin were not immortal. If by some miracle, something would come of his fiery attraction to Nikkita, whatever they had couldn’t last because she’d outlive him. A deep ache compressed his chest, so he changed the subject. “I’m excited at the prospect of tomorrow’s trading. I’ve brought many magical herbs and stones that are exclusively from Shellandria.”

“Ooh.” Nikkita’s copper eyes widened with genuine interest. “My sister and I are both working to become high sorceresses, and we will be studying faelin magic sometime this century.”

She was a mage too? Delgarias had read that luminites had their own extremely powerful magic, but he hadn’t known they too had mages in their ranks. He couldn’t believe they had something else in common.

He didn’t know how long they’d talked, but when the sky turned gray from the impending dawn, he blinked in astonishment at how fast time had passed. Sheepishly, he rose from the marble bench and stretched. His backside had gone numb but he hadn’t noticed. Nikkita’s had too, he observed when she started to reach back and then snatched her hands away, her cheeks pink in embarrassment.

Delgarias pretended not to notice even as he longed to massage that delectable rear of hers. He cleared his throat. “Ah, I will see you tomorrow for the trading and at the ball. I do hope you’ll save me a dance?”

Her bronze lashes swept her high cheeks as she tried to hide her feelings about his question. “Of course. Ah, it was nice talking with you tonight. I’m sorry I carried on so late. Have a good night, or rather, what’s left of it.”

With a wave of her graceful hand, she vanished.

Delgarias smirked. “Showoff,” he muttered under his breath before transporting himself back to his own chambers.

He rose in the early afternoon, earning a disparaging glare from Prince Elriond. Delgarias barely managed to finish a breakfast of eggs, potato cakes, and berries before it was time to go to the star chamber for the trading.

When he walked into the ten-pointed star-shaped room, he saw Nikkita sitting next to her sister at the large round table, trying fruitlessly to conceal a yawn. When her copper eyes met his, her cheeks reddened as she offered him a secret smile.

Queen Natalya and King Kiernan sat to the right of their daughters and at their left sat a luminite who must be their chief of commerce. Delgarias took a seat beside Nikkita before anyone else could. No one seemed to object, as Elriond sat opposite the King and Queen and Cyrus took his seat beside the commerce chief, a luminite male whose hair was a gold as the coin his position earned.

Delgarias tried to pay attention as the chief of commerce began reading a list of Shellandrian commodities that Medicia desired, but the light floral scent of Nikkita’s hair distracted him, along with her proximity.

“…five hundred yards of lei fabric, a dozen bars of Shellandrian steel, two hundred pounds of elk, three hundred pounds of venison, nineteen bushels of sky tears, and…” The chief read off other quantities of food and wine. “Then we have a list of desired herbs and stones for spell craft, but we’d like to first hear of the food and goods you would like from us.”

 Cyrus read Shellandria’s list, which mostly comprised of certain fishes from Medicia’s lakes, fruits and vegetables from the area, rights to hunt a few species of birds unique to Medicia, and marble from their quarry.

Delgarias and Nikkita exchanged bored glances, then the corners of her mouth tilted up like she was going to laugh. Delgarias felt his own mouth twist with suppressed mirth, even though he had no idea what was so funny.

“…Dullahan?” Cyrus’s voice pulled his attention back to the meeting. “You were going to tell Theo what Shellandria’s mages would like from Medicia’s?”

His face burning with embarrassment, he coughed and pulled the list from his pocket. Thankfully, Cyrus had named the commerce chief. “My apologies, Theo.” He listed the Medician herbs they wanted, rare star garnets only found in this region, and water from a specific spring.

“And,” he faltered, glancing at Nikkita with a touch of embarrassment. “Luminite feathers.” He ran a hand through his hair, trying not to touch his ears that felt like they were on fire. “I—know those are parts of you and thus priceless, but we hope that you would be willing to work with us.”

Queen Natalya chuckled at his discomfort. “It’s not as bad as those who wish for vials of our blood.”

Delgarias, and the entire faelin envoy gasped in tandem at such blasphemy and then muttered curses against those mages. Blood magic was forbidden amongst the faelin. Such was seen as an abomination.

Princess Kerainne noticed their reaction, and spoke in a placating tone. “We honestly do not mind providing a little blood from time to time as long as the spells that those mages are using it for are helping others and not for doing harm. But I know of your people’s aversion to blood magic and we shall speak no more of it.”

Nikkita spoke suddenly. “What do you do with our feathers?”

Heat returned to Delgarias’s face. “Often we put them inside the mage staffs that we create. Other times, they are used for talismans. They’re also good for flight spells and summoning creativity.”

 “Perhaps we could trade for Shellandrian electric crystals and locks of faelin hair. I’ve read about the magical properties of your unique tresses.”

She was very shrewd, Delgarias realized, and his attraction to her grew even further. After the trading terms were settled upon, he wanted to spend more time talking with her, but her mother took her and her sister off and out another door to prepare them for the ball.

He rose after the faelin prince and joined the other members of his party to return to their apartments. Delgarias bathed carefully, making sure he’d eliminated every speck of dirt from his person. Washing his hair was a chore, as was brushing it out. But the faelin took pride in their waist-length glimmering locks. After some deliberation, he decided to braid the smaller front sections and join them on the back of his head so the braids acted as a circlet. That accomplished, he spent a ridiculous amount of time deliberating on what to wear.

“What has come over me?” he muttered as he pulled on a dark blue lei doublet with a round standing collar and then black velvet formal trousers. “I’m acting like an adolescent preparing for his first ball.”

Aloud, he could lie to himself. Pretend to be baffled by the intensity of his desire to make a good impression at the ball, but inside, Delgarias knew the truth of what had him flustered. And soon he would see her downstairs.

When Delgarias entered the ballroom, he observed that it wasn’t nearly as crowded as the royal ballroom in Shellandria. And faelin balls were much smaller than any royal affairs amongst the humans because the faelin population was so much smaller. But Delgarias realized that the luminites numbered far fewer.

The queen made a speech to the gathered assembly, thanking all of Medicia for attending. Delgarias’s jaw dropped. The entire luminite population in the world of Aisthanesthai was here? In Shellandria, only the nobility and those of high rank attended royal balls. His gaze scanned the crowds, noting all the finery on display. No one looked like a peasant from one of the human kingdoms. All here were prosperous and glowing.

And no one glowed brighter than Princess Nikkita. When he saw her make her way through the gathered masses, shaking hands and exchanging greetings, his heart leapt to his throat at her exquisite beauty. She looked like one of the goddesses the Earth folk liked to imagine.

Her nearly waist-length hair was pulled up in the front and piled high on top of her head into a crown of intricate curls and twists, leaving metallic locks behind to tumble down the back of her shimmering gown. The style made the exquisite contours of her face more prominent, and showed off her earrings which were made up of several strands of tiny garnets to form little jeweled waterfalls. She wore a dark purple gown of watered silk from the Shyr kingdoms. A cabochon star garnet nestled between her high and generous breasts. Elbow-length purple silk gloves covered her hands, filling Delgarias with a twinge of regret that he wouldn’t be able to touch her bare fingers.

Nik gave him a smile that conveyed pleasure to see him as she curtsied low. “Delgarias Dullahan, I believe I promised you a dance.”

His stomach quaked with apprehension as he extended his gloveless hand to help her up from the curtsy. Yesterday, when he’d taken her hand during his introduction, she’d been startled. What if she was repulsed by his long fingers?

Instead, Nikkita took his proffered hand and rose with royal grace. She then continued to hold his hand, studying his fingers with an intensity that made the tips of his ears burn.

“Fascinating,” she whispered so low he almost couldn’t hear her. Unbelievably, she traced the lengths of his fingers with the fingertip of her free hand.

Delgarias shivered at the electric sensations coursing through him at her delicate explorations. What if she touched him like that on his—

He forced the dangerous thought away before his body could make an embarrassment of himself.

He must have made some movement, for Nikkita released his hand and raised abashed eyes to his. “I’m sorry. I’ve never seen a faelin’s hand up close and… I was curious.”

“That’s quite all right.” His voice came out husky with arousal that he hoped she wouldn’t recognize.

The music started and he took her hand once more and placed the other in the enticing hollow above her hip. They moved together as if they’d danced together a million times.

“I still should have asked before examining a part of you as if it was a separate object,” Nikkita said suddenly as they swayed to the melody of the lover’s ode played by interesting stringed instruments. “I’ll make it up to you. You may touch my wings sometime before you depart.”

At her words, his hand instinctively shifted past her waist and across her back. “How do they go back inside you?”

“No one knows.”

“Does it hurt when they emerge?”

“The first few times are agony.” She winced as if remembering her first time. “But one learns to control their rate of emergence so they don’t burst out so fast and rough.”

They continued talking and getting to know each other as effortlessly as their long talks in the garden the previous night. A compliment about the garnet earrings and pendant morphed into her inviting him to visit the garnet mines the following afternoon, as the third and fourth days of a diplomatic visit were always reserved for the envoys to either relax or enjoy themselves exploring the glories of Medicia.

“You want to climb into a mud pit with me?” he repeated, in case he’d misheard.

She nodded, her eyes sparkling with eagerness.

The idea held little appeal, yet spending more time in her company compelled him to agree. And he was glad he did because although Delgarias had cherished every moment of holding her in the ballroom, he only got two dances with her and had to content himself with other luminite women, wives and maidens. All were impossibly fair to look upon, but he couldn’t muster the same compelling mixture of interest and delight when he conversed with them. Not even with the Queen, who seemed to disapprove of him, as if she knew that he had more than a diplomatic interest in her youngest daughter.

Only Princess Kerainne was close to as pleasing to dance with as with her sister. Even though the glittering mirth in her emerald green eyes clearly conveyed her knowledge and amusement with Delgarias’s captivation with Nikkita.

“I’m told you’re going to play in the mud tomorrow.”

“Yes. It will be an experience, I’m sure.”

“I will be Nikkita’s chaperone,” Kerainne said with an impish grin. “But I do not care for the mud, so I’ll probably relax on the grass with a good book.”

Delgarias’s eyes widened in comprehension. Nikkita’s sister would grant them time alone. A pit of mud was not his ideal for a romantic setting, but he would gratefully accept any opportunity to be near Nikkita.

 

The next day, Delgarias discovered that he enjoyed playing in the mud. The garnet mines consisted of several deep muddy pits in the soft earth near a silvery creek. One was to take a pick, a shovel, and a box with a screened bottom to filter the mud from the rocks. If one was lucky, one of those stones would be a garnet.

He and Nik found four. One of which was large enough to carve into a pendant like the one Nik had worn to the ball.

They may have found more if they hadn’t been so preoccupied with talking and flinging globs of mud at each other.

“My sister told you that she doesn’t like getting muddy?” Nikkita giggled. “She loves digging in the pits with me and squishing the mud between her toes.”

Delgarias feigned a shocked gasp and put his hand over his heart. “Are you saying that a royal luminite princess lied to me?”

“Brazenly lied so that her sister could be alone with a dashingly handsome faelin sorcerer,” Nikkita replied with a conspiratorial wink. Suddenly, her expression sobered. Her eyes filled with vulnerability and her lower lip trembled for a moment. “I wish to hug you.”

“You want to hug me?” he echoed in awed disbelief. When that vulnerable look increased, he quickly answered. “I would like that very much.”

Her arms slipped around his waist, a contrast between coldness from the mud and warmth from her skin underneath. Delgarias threaded his arms around her slight form and rested his chin on the top of her head. Beneath the scent of earth, he smelled the spring flowers from whatever she’d used to wash her hair. And beneath that, he detected her own personal aroma, which he inhaled deeply. Tentatively, he placed his hands on her back, bared from the low-cut shirt she wore. Her skin felt hot and slippery.

For an incalculable time, they held each other, bodies fused with growing heat. Delgarias basked in the warmth and the sensation of being with Nikkita like this.

When they broke away, he felt cold and bereft. They struggled to climb out of the muddy pit, laughing together as they kept sliding back in. When they finally made it out, they rinsed off their four garnets in the creek.

“I wish I had time to show you how to cut and polish them,” Nikkita said regretfully when they climbed out of the pit. “Do you truly have to leave at dawn the day after tomorrow?”

An aching sigh escaped him as he nodded. “I do.”

“And tomorrow, we’ll barely be able to spend time together because we’re taking you on a tour through our villages.” Nikkita’s lower lip protruded in an entrancing pout.

“Hopefully, I’ll be able to be beside you for the tour.”

Her lower lip poked out further, tempting him for a nibble. “Yes, but there will be others around.”

“Ah.” Delgarias burned with the hope that their attraction was mutual. Her request to embrace him gave him hope. “You wish for us to be alone together.”

She nodded, slowing her pace as they neared her sister, who was not doing a good job with pretending to be occupied with a book. “Perhaps we can meet in the garden tomorrow night.”

“Why not tonight?” he whispered.

Nikkita frowned and kicked a pebble. “Because Mother is taking Kerainne and me up into the mountains for a ritual.”

“What sort of ritual?”

“It is forbidden for us to speak of.” She clasped her hands together and spoke in a mock dramatic tone. “For mothers and daughters only.”

They rode a wagon back to the palace and went inside through a concealed side entrance. Delgarias and Nikkita locked gazes, each conveying reluctance to part before they took separate staircases to their chambers to wash up.

With no nighttime tryst with his forbidden princess on the schedule, Delgarias spent part of the evening drinking morosely with Prince Elriond, Cleos, and Cyrus. His faelin companions shared cheerful tales of fishing in Lake Annunaku, walking in the forest with King Kiernan, and drinking in a village tavern with the palace guards.

When pressed, Delgarias gave a terse summary of his garnet digging adventure. They laughed, thinking his cloudy mood was due to getting muddy.

He retired early, lying in his luxuriantly soft guest bed, reliving every moment of the day he’d spent with the luminite princess.

Never in his two hundred years of life had he ever anticipated a woman having such a sudden, severe effect on him. None of his companions seemed to be smitten with any of the luminites here, so Delgarias had to rule out the possibility that it was a side effect of luminite magic and admit that his feelings were genuine. Somehow, he’d fallen ears to toes in love with Princess Nikkita Leonine.

His heart wrenched in bitter agony at how unfair it was that of all the beautiful women in this world and on Earth, he had to feel this way for one who he could never have.

For although he was nephew to the Queen of Shellandria and well on his way to earning the black robes of a high sorcerer and gaining a seat with the Conclave, he was still not good enough to be Nikkita’s mate. Not for an immortal luminite princess.

To add further salt in the wound was his knowledge that he very likely was one of the exceptions to the rule that luminites could usually only mate with their own kind. His body’s response to Nikkita’s embrace in the garnet pit made him confident that he could make love to her.

That memory made him wonder if virginity was prized amongst the luminites. Sexual experience or lack thereof didn’t matter in the slightest amongst the faelin, but in many human cultures, a ridiculous high value was placed on a woman’s chastity.

With a regretful sigh, Delgarias decided it didn’t matter one way or another. He wouldn’t seduce Nikkita, even if he had the opportunity. He knew that if he shared his body with her, it would be a cataclysmic experience that would leave him barren and in pain for the rest of his life at not being able to do it again. And if Nikkita felt half of what he did for her, he knew that such an experience would hurt her too. Delgarias couldn’t bear the thought of causing her pain.

But a kiss? That was a far different matter. He would claim a kiss the moment he was given an opportunity.

And then he would have to content himself that the taste of her lips was all he would ever have.


Chapter Six

 

Present day

 

Nik awoke in an unfamiliar room, tucked into a soft bed that held a very familiar scent. A lump formed in her throat as thousands of intimate memories flashed through her mind.

“Del,” she whispered, hating the ache in her heart.

“Yes?” His voice answered, making her jump.

How was he with her?

And then it came back to her. Her attack on the cult in Baker City, Sven’s betrayal, the deaths of Doug and Nance… Nik’s furious retaliation, hacking at the swarm of vampires in a red haze of fury, almost crossing the line of her limitations and getting herself killed… 

She’d fallen down the stairs, only to be caught in a pair of strong arms.

Then the haze had parted, revealing a pair of unknown twin vampires helping her by delivering killing shots to the ones she’d maimed, and then she’d looked up to see who was holding her so tenderly.

Delgarias. The man she’d loved for over two thousand years.

The man who’d betrayed her. Then again, she’d betrayed him in return, though he didn’t know that.

After evading him for nearly two thousand years, he’d finally caught her. His lightning-struck blue eyes were the last thing she’d seen before the world went black.

She licked her dry lips. “Would you turn on the light? I need a glass of water.”

“I’ll never know how you always manage to pretend to be so calm when inside you’re quaking.” His voice rang with suppressed laughter as she heard him rise from a somewhere in the corner of the dark room.

“How do you know?” Damn it, she couldn’t hide the defensive note in her tone.

His footsteps came closer and his light chuckle made the back of her neck tingle. “Because I can hear your heart beating rapidly and your breathing is unsteady. And I can smell the coppery scent of your adrenaline, and see your eyes darting around, trying to track me. I forgot that luminites don’t have as good night vision as…”

“Vampires,” she finished in a bitter tone.

She may not have been able to see him, but she heard his sharp indrawn breath and the whisper of his clothes as he flinched. Against her will, she felt a pang of guilt.

“You hate our kind still.” Del’s voice was bland, yet there was a tinge of hurt.

“Not as much as I used to,” she admitted, thinking of Nance and Doug. “But I still hate you for becoming one.”

“I know you do,” he said quietly before the light came on with a soft click.

The lamp by her bedside was dim, she noticed, and she wondered if he was sensitive to light, being a nightwalker for the last two millennia.

Even though Nik had asked him to turn the light on, had listened to him approach and conversed with him, she somehow wasn’t prepared for the sight of him.

His hair fell down his back like a cloak. As always, her fingers itched to caress those silken clear strands and gaze in wonder at their black cores. No other humanoid creature had hair like that. And his eyes. Glittering sapphire irises circled with midnight blue and shot with jagged pale bluish-white lines that looked like lightning. His face was similar to those of actors cast as villains, long with high sharp cheekbones and a severe jaw line. His nose was narrow and aquiline. But his lips… even lying down, her knees went weak, remembering the feel of his kiss.

Nik shook her head. The last thing she should do is fall back into his arms. Well, not any more than she already had.

Steeling her resolve, she pushed herself up to a sitting position. “Water, please,” she repeated.

His lips quirked in a bitter smirk. “Nothing else to say after us not seeing each other for two thousand years?”

“My throat.” She hated the rasp in her voice. Hated sounding weak. “Hurts.” Everything hurt. The pill she’d taken had long worn off.

He looked ashamed. “Of course.”

With one of his long-fingered hands, Delgarias grabbed a glass that had been sitting on the end table beside her. In reach the whole time. His silken hair fell from his shoulders and caressed the back of her hand. She shivered.

Instead of giving her the glass, he turned away and headed into an adjoining bathroom, where he dumped out the old water and refilled the glass with new. By the time he returned to hand her the glass, Nik’s throat felt like charred tree bark.

She took the glass and gasped at how heavy it was and how weak her wrists felt. Delgarias steadied the glass, and though she wanted to yank it away and take a drink by herself, she didn’t want to drench herself for the sake of pride. Reluctantly, she allowed him to help her guide the glass to her lips.

Paradise of drinking water.

When her thirst was slaked, Del seemed to know, for he lowered his hand in tandem with hers. She surrendered the glass and he set it back on the end table, easily in reach.

The water had returned a speck of her strength and she scooted up higher on the bed, resting her shoulders on the padded headboard so she was more level with him. He always loomed over her. She used to like that.

Used to.

The mattress dipped beneath her as he sat on the foot of the bed, minimizing their height disparity, but increasing their unnerving proximity. He reached for her and she flinched. But he only brushed a lock of hair from her face. Nik shivered at his touch, forbidden memories taunting her once more.

Pain flashed in his crystalline eyes before he sighed and shook his head. “Where have you been, Nik?”

She looked down at her lap. “Everywhere.”

Another sigh. Del scooted closer, but her didn’t touch her. “I know you don’t care about how heartbroken I was to lose you. Hell, I thought Mephistopheles had taken you when he ravaged Medicia.” His voice turned harsh. “You do know that at least a third of your people did not transcend back to Luminista.”

“Yes,” she replied dully. And she’d thought her sister had perished too. Only four years ago did she learn otherwise.

As if reading her mind, Delgarias turned to that very subject. “As I was saying, I know you couldn’t care less about how your disappearance has hurt me, but please, think about your sister. She misses you every day. And you have a niece—”

“I know about Xochitl.” Nik tried to keep her voice emotionless. “She’s playing at being a human rock star, rather than the damned creature that she must be. And doing an impressive job with it, I have to admit. I’ve seen a few Rage of Angels concerts and enjoyed them immensely. How she found other musicians with a drop or more of luminite blood, I really wish to know.”

“She’s more than a rock star,” Delgarias said solemnly. “And while she may indeed be a damned creature, given her lineage, she is the queen of Aisthanesthai, and thus is entitled to your respect. She is also your kin.”

Nik’s jaw dropped so low that there was a painful creak. “I’m sorry. Can you repeat that? I thought I heard you say that she is the queen of our world.”

“She is, and has been for the last two years.” Del’s eyes narrowed. “How long has it been since you’ve been to Aisthanesthai?”

“Fifteen years.”

“That’s irresponsibly dangerous.” His fists clenched as he spoke through gritted teeth. “Your sister died from spending seventeen years in this world. We need to get you back to our world before you perish. That is, if you’re insistent on not returning to Luminista.”

The unspoken question reflected in his eyes even as he scolded her.

However, Nikkita was still light-headed at his phrasing. Our world, he’d said. How long had it been since she’d heard or even thought about anything in terms of “our?”

Before he could continue his lecture, she steered the conversation away from their immediate future. “Kerainne died from being on Earth too long?”

“She did.”

“But that’s impossible. She’s spent years here before. Remember that we had many missions where we saved mages and helped them immigrate.”

“Things changed when Mephistopheles took virtually all the magic from Earth. All other beings from Aisthanethai weaken and die within months, sometimes even weeks in this world. Only luminites can survive for a few years. However, your sister survived longer because, as you’d said, you two spend more time on Earth than most luminites. And likely since you were coming here when the magic began to fade, you both likely built a further immunity to the effects of a lack of magic in the atmosphere.”

“Magic is returning here,” Nik argued.

“You feel it too?” Delgarias dropped his scolding and looked at her with surprise. “Even with how thick your shields are?”

Nik nodded. “Something happened in the past couple years.”

“Rage of Angels happened.”

“Bullshit,” Nik said without thinking. “I mean, I felt the power emanating from the stage every time I saw them play, but surely the magic in their music couldn’t have been enough to affect an entire world.”

“It was enough to bring back Aisthanesthai’s sun and save our world from utter destruction.”

Nik found herself gaping at him again. “Are you telling me the sun vanished? The fucking sun? How the hell could that have happened?”

“The sun wasn’t truly gone, only obscured by a cloud of despair.” Delgarias smoothed the coverlet on either side of him. “All the same, Aisthanesthai was plunged into darkness for four agonizing years.”

“I’ll bet that was good for you,” she quipped without thinking.

Delgarias’s eyes began to glow as he glared at her with burning rage. “Do not joke about that!” His fangs were visible as he continued lashing out. “People and animals starved from lack of crops and vegetation. A civil war nearly exploded between several nations as the dead king’s younger son gathered allies to fight the elder, true-born heir for the crown.”

Nik’s stomach dropped. She’d very rarely seen Del angry, and had forgotten that it was such an unpleasant sight. Humans and other beings would be terrified.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, but he continued his tirade as if he hadn’t heard her.

“And Stefan, the self-named ‘Winter Prince’,” he nearly spat the word. “He abducted people from all over the world and enslaved them, forcing them to build him a tower, and when they were spent, he and his dark mages slaughtered the people and used their blood to form the mortar of his abomination of a structure.” His shoulders slumped and he ran a hand through his midnight sky hair. “The faelin cast me out of Shellandria for using blood magic to gain immortality, but I never used magic like that. The structure’s been pulled down, stone by stone, but evil will stain the place for centuries to come.”

Nik leaned forward and struggled to pull the covers around her. She felt chilled at his words. “What happened?”

Del’s tone softened and he sat back down on the bed and told her the horrifying tale of the death of King Taranis, then the Prophecy about the disappearance of the sun, and the Lioness of Light who would bring banish the darkness and crown the next king. Zareth Amotken should have been the established heir, but his half-brother, Stefan, fought him and captured the Lioness of Light, who was Xochitl Leonine, Nik’s niece.

When Del told her that Xochitl had killed Stefan Amotken, Nikkita had blinked in astonishment. “She’s capable of killing?”

“Not really,” Delgarias said with a worried frown. “She went into a coma that lasted months. I thought she’d die. I still wonder if she’d transcend to Luminista or if she’d go wherever her father’s kind goes.”

“Does she have wings?”

“Yes. They emerged right before she killed Stefan.”

“Then there’s a good chance she’s luminite enough.” Nik tried to reassure him since he looked so concerned about Xochitl. “But to be able to kill…”

“You sound envious.”

“I am.” Nik almost began railing about the unfairness of it all, but then a memory struck her about the prophecy about Xochitl bringing back the sun. “Holy shit. The Order of Eternal Night had access to a bastardized version of the Prophecy. They believed they could find Xochitl, stop her, and then they could come to Aisthanesthai and live in a nocturnal paradise.”

“I know.” Delgarias looked grim. “One of their priestesses stole it from me. That is why they named their cult, the Order of Eternal Night in the first place. And they came close to stopping Xochitl, but that’s another story. You need to rest. You look…”

“Like something the cat dragged in?” Nik rubbed one of the many tender spots on her shoulder. “I’m tired and weak, there’s no question about that, but I don’t think I can sleep. I hurt… everywhere. Especially my back.”

“How long has it been since you released your wings?”

“Too damned long.” Nik took a deep breath, hating to ask him anything. “You don’t happen to have any pain medication around, do you? You know, the good stuff?”

“I have an adequate pharmacopeia,” he replied. “But you can’t have so much as a Tylenol until you eat something. I’ll have my housekeeper heat up a can of soup and there are crackers. Would you like tea or a Sprite?”

Her stomach growled at the mention of soup. “You have Sprite?”

“I bought it on a strong impulse. I thought Julia would catch a cold. I never imagined that I’d be nursing you.”

“I forgot that you can predict the future.” When he raised a brow and eyed her with confusion, she clarified. “I mean, I know you’re the Keeper of the Prophecy and probably will be forever unless someone puts a stake through your heart or you get burnt up by the sun, but I didn’t think about the mundane things you’d know about.”

Delgarias rolled his eyes. “I’d hardly call an unexplained urge to buy ten cans of Campbell’s soup and six bags of Goldfish crackers, predicting the future. That’s more akin to the hunches that many humans get.”

She nodded, conceding his point, and watched him withdraw a smart phone seemingly out of thin air and press a call button. “Julia? Could you heat up a can of chicken and star soup and bring it down with a bag of crackers and a Sprite?” He paused, listening to the housekeeper’s response, and smiled. “Yes, she’s awake now. And not nearly as bad off as she looked earlier.”
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