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PROLOGUE
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The Third Standing, Northern Mardec, FAETIR

She turned her face toward the waning light, embracing the last vestige of heat from the sun. The sky was washed in colors reminiscent of the ragged robin flowers blooming near the creek bed on the south side of the cottage. The warm pinks and reds lit up the sky and bathed the Third Standing in a soothing glow. She took the fiery sky as a good omen. An omen that her plan would work. It must work. She thought to herself as she closed her eyes and bathed in the warmth, cut as it was by the chilly twilight winds. A loud bang brought her attention suddenly to the present. 

“Valtyr, stop playing around there. It is not a plaything,” Ekkja said to her son. Valtyr lowered the stick down that he was using as a sword and ran over to his mother. Ekkja put her arm around her son and pulled him in as she spoke, making their way back to the cottage. “It is our duty to protect the Third Standing. It is not a place for young boys.”

“I was fighting off the glanfae, mother. I slew them as they portalled here,” Valtyr replied, swishing his stick as though holding a sword.

“You are very brave, my son,” Ekkja said. She smiled at her son,, the pain of her exile hidden from her face. “Come now, it’s time for bed.” She put her arm around Valtyr and walked toward their hovel.

The cottage was small and unadorned. There was a small pen where the pigs were kept and a stable for the pack horses. It was meager quarters, but it was more than Ekkja could have hoped for, given her situation. After Valtyr’s father had been killed in battle, she no longer had the privilege of his protection. The Enkelts were quick to shun her and her half-breed son. Due to her husband’s station, though, they could not exile her to Eu’Sifr. Instead, they threw her out of her husband’s land and forced her into servitude. She was tasked with maintaining and caring for the grounds surrounding the Enkelts’ most wondrous creation, the Third Standing.

It was a complete farce, Ekkja knew. The Third Standing needed no protection. It was warded heavily by the Ionta, the most powerful of the Enkelt weavers. It was the perfect excuse, however. Ekkja knew that the Enkelts were using it as a means to prove that she was unworthy of the race. Any mistake, in the eyes of the Enkelts, would be met with swift justice. And that meant death. And not just for her, but for her son as well. She was intelligent and careful, though, and because of that, the Enkelts had no choice but to suffer her existence.

They entered the cottage, and Valtyr ran off to his bed, continuing in his imaginary play. Ekkja sat down in the single-room dwelling and looked out the window. A troubling thought had plagued her for days. It had kept her up many nights, and it consumed her mind now. She smiled and glanced at Valtyr as he played. Valtyr was utterly unaware of their situation, and that is how she planned to keep it. At least for the time being. Evan though she had worked out all the details, she had to keep everything to herself. It was a dangerous plan, but it meant a better life for her and her son if it worked. She needed the key, though.

The master key.

Even a sifr, such as herself, could activate a portal if she held the right key. If she could somehow get the master key from the High Priest, then she had a chance. Then she would open the portal at the Third Standing, and from there, she and her son could go anywhere.

Since the creation of the Third Standing, the Enkelts had busied themselves with creating an entire portal network throughout Faetir. The discovery of Eu’Sifr intrigued her. The people who called themselves humans and referred to their home as Earth did not possess magic. Just like her. Just like her son. Her knowledge was limited, but she knew that she would have a better chance of disappearing and starting a new, better life if she could get to Earth. 

She knew where the master key was, but she did not know which portal in Faetir led to Earth. The only portal she knew about for certain was the Third Standing. The little she knew about it from her late husband, was that the Third Standing was unique. It did not have only one destination, like the other portals. It served more like an interchange, a crossroads, in which a traveler could choose her destination. It was from this interchange that the Enkelts had discovered Earth. There was also rumor of other realms, but the Enkelts kept the secrets of the Third Standing shrouded in mystery. She knew that if she could obtain the master key, she could find her way to Earth.

The master key, however, was not so easily obtained. It was guarded heavily and kept by the High Priest of the Third Order, on his person, at all times. She had concocted a plan to steal the key, but it was risky. If she failed, it meant her death and Valtyr’s. She shook her head and pushed the plan from her mind. She would not be able to enact it until nightfall, so she put her thoughts to more immediate matters.

“Valtyr, darling,” she said, “Time for bed, my love.” She concentrated her efforts on putting her son to sleep for the night. She laid him down in the small bed next to hers and sang him his favorite song. Soon his breathing became rhythmic as a restful sleep came over him. She kissed him on the forehead and stood up. She paused and considered the object on the nightstand. It was a sciar. This códaithe was special though, given to her by Valtyr’s father before he...died. The question of whether she should do it, loomed in her mind. Tonight, might be the only time she would have to pass the knowledge on. Valtyr was young, though, perhaps too young. But these were desperate times. With a heavy heart she picked up the melding stone and grabbed Valtyr’s sleeping hand. She closed her eyes as the sciar came to life. Behind her closed eyes a bright yellow light shone. Another, light, this one green, was luminous in the distance. The green light grew brighter and closer, until melded with her yellow light and became one. She walked herself into her son’s mind. I’ll hide this until you’re ready my son. She moved deep into her son’s mind, as Valtyr’s father had taught her, and let the memory flood into his young subconscious. When she was finished, she placed the sciar back on the nightstand. She put on her shawl and glanced once more at her son, before venturing out into the twilight.

Tonight, was the Blood Moon Festival. All the major cities held their own celebration, but it was common knowledge that the Enkelts threw the best party. Fae of all races came from around the realm to celebrate at the Third Standing. It did not do the festival justice to call it a party, however. The Enkelts began their celebration a week prior to the blood moon. Every day was filled with games and frivolity. Every night was filled with dancing and food and drink, and every erotica imaginable. The culminating  celebration this evening would continue until sunrise. The Enkelts would dance, drink and revel all night. It would be her only opportunity. 

Tonight’s celebration would end at the Third Standing. As caretaker of the henge, it was her responsibility to ensure everything was in order. Tonight, the High Priest would be at the Third Standing to give a speech. He would take the stage when the moon was at its zenith. He would have the key around his neck so that everyone could see it. It was a sense of pride and power, and the priest would want to show it off. After the speech, he would step down and perform a blessing. 

That would be her window to get the key. When everyone’s eyes were closed in prayer. Before the speech, she would wake Valtyr and bring him to see the priest. This would not be out of the ordinary as many children were allowed to stay up late on this final night of the festival. She would have to be quick to take the key and enter the portal. Ekkja would have only a few moments. 

Her only hesitation was the priest’s Kamalan mate. She was very protective of the priest and traveled with him everywhere. The priest was powerful enough to secure a blood bond with his Kamalan, who, being of Sioc heritage, was strong enough herself. His paranoid nature had molded his Kamalan to the same paranoia. As a result, she proved to be his best bodyguard thwarting many assassination attempts against his life, and helped keep him in power. It was unlikely that the Kamalan would lower her head during the prayer, as she rarely took her eyes off her mate. Ekkja had a plan to deal with her, but she had to be perfect in execution. 

She could hear the festivities in the distance. The lights of a thousand torches lit the sky and gave the illusion of dawn on the horizon. She lit the torches around the structure and the stage and began her preparations at the henge. The crowd would not make their way here for several hours, but she wanted to ensure everything was perfect. If it was not, she knew she would be denied participation in the event by the High Priest, and that would stop her plan in its tracks. 

She hummed a tune to herself as she began to adorn the dais at the center of the stone circle. The timber had been cut and hauled to the site earlier that day by dozens of workers. The stage had been assembled, but the finishing touches were left to her. 

Several hours passed as she worked diligently. She was wrapping the final column with garland when she heard the noise of the crowd approaching. She saw the torch lights dancing like the people that carried them as they slowly approached the Third Standing. She knew the High Priest would be leading the march, so she finished quickly then gave everything a second look to ensure everything was perfect. Satisfied with the final product, she took her place near the outer edge of the circle and waited for the people to gather.

The throng of fae crested the hill and came into view with the priest in the lead, his Kamalan mate next to him. The crowd was singing a merry tune, in stark contrast to the serious nature of the priest. Ekkja stood silent and still as the people began to fill in around her and the stage. The priest made a cursory glance at the preparations and, seemingly satisfied, took the steps up to stand above the people. The priest did not look at Ekkja as he passed her, and she dared a glance up. She let a small smile creep onto her face until she saw the Kamalan. She was staring directly at Ekkja as though interrogating her for a crime. Ekkja looked away, afraid of what she might inadvertently reveal if she looked too long. The Kamalan stared at her. Moments passed, and Ekkja grew nervous, but she was resolved not to show it. Finally, the Kamalan turned her gaze to the rest of the crowd. Ekkja breathed a sigh of relief as the Kamalan’s scrutiny was turned away from her.

The priest opened up in prayer, and the crowd fell silent. Afterward, he began to tell the tale of the Enkelts and their benevolence onto the fae races. It was a speech she had heard many times before, and, knowing what she knew now, it was all propaganda. It was meant to sway the crowd to accept the Enkelts rule unquestioningly. Ekkja knew this was her opportunity to wake Valtyr and bring him to the stage.

It took several minutes to rouse Valtyr from his slumber, but she had wakened him in short order, and they made their way back to the gathering. On the way, Ekkja instructed Valtyr on precisely what to do. He was young, but he listened well and he knew this was important by his mother’s tone. 

“And with the birth of the Blood Moon Child, the transformation of the Third Standing will be complete, and the Enkelts, and all of faekind, will rise to the heavens, victorious!” The crowd cheered at the final proclamation of the prophecy. The priest, arms raised high and chanting in the ancient tongue, made his way to the center of the henge in preparation for the culmination of the ceremony. 

This was Ekkja’s cue to bring the pitcher of wine and goblets that the priest and his Kamalan would toast with as he ceremoniously opened the portal. Ekkja went to the table behind the platform where the wine was kept and brought a pitcher out to the priest. Another fae carried the two goblets. The priest opened the portal, and the air began to fold in on itself, and colored lights danced along the edges. The crowd exclaimed in joy as Ekkja came to stand before the priest. She poured wine into the first goblet, then traded the other fae the goblet for the pitcher of wine. Sweat beaded down her brow. She could almost taste her freedom. She combatted her fear and steeled her nerve. This was her only opportunity to escape and create a better life for her and her son. Valtyr stood right next to her, silent, just as she had instructed him. She fought her shaking hands as she handed the wine goblet to the Kamalan first, as was customary. The Kamalan reached out to take it. Ekkja feigned a fall and spilled the wine all over the Kamalan’s dress. The Kamalan shouted obscenities and wiped the spilled wine from the front of her dress with her hands. At that very moment, Ekkja acted. The priest became distracted by the commotion. Ekkja reached for the key around his neck and pulled the leather thong sharply. With the other hand, she grabbed Valtyr’s hand. 

The cord snapped. 

The priest cried out. 

The Kamalan was furious. 

Ekkja leaped for the portal with the key and Valtyr in hand. Just as she crested the event horizon, she felt something push her.

It happened so fast she did not have time to stop it.

The Kamalan was upon her and rage-filled her eyes. She called upon her innate Sioc abilities to affect the air around her and created a barrier between Ekkja and her son. The magical wall slammed Ekkja sideways as she entered the portal. She lost her grip on Valtyr and the master key. Ekkja screamed, but the power of the Kamalan was too great, and she tumbled and spun through the portal. The magic force of the Kamalan also caused the portal to change. A whirling black nothing came upon Ekkja. Icy cold and darkness loomed nigh. It seemed that even though she and Valtyr were both in the portal, they were moving in different directions. The last thing she saw was her son in the portal, hands outstretched, screaming, as the blackness swallowed her.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Nath, Deceau, FAETIR

The vase exploded on the floor as it crashed down off the table. Abkam winced at the pain in his fist as soon as he slammed it onto the table in frustration. Shattered glass littered the floor, causing his apprentice to jump backward, more to avoid rebuke than to escape the flying shards. Abkam shot a look of contempt at his apprentice. “How is it you have found me nothing that helps?” Ceann Olc’s senior scholar crumbled the latest scroll that Raga had brought him from Ceann’s extensive library. 

“I’m sorry, master. There is little about Kamalans and portals in the archives,” Raga replied, picking up the discarded scroll. He put it on an ever-growing pile of parchments and hardbound tomes. 

“The Olc expects an answer, and I have nothing to give him.”

“Perhaps if we had access to the libraries of Rigel, sire. Or the Athenaeum at Alioth. By all accounts, most Kamalan’s are born in Augudece. The knowledge there would far surpass our own in this matter.”

“His Excellency does not want to raise suspicion, even amongst those artisans, about any inquiry into the Kamalan history. I thought you were educated at Alioth, Ragazzo? You disappoint me,” Abkam said condescendingly, using his apprentice’s full name.

“I do have a theory, sire,” Raga said, fixing the stack so it would not fall.

“Do share, boy,” Abkam said half-heartedly, rubbing his temples. He plopped down in a heavily cushioned chair and let out a sigh of exhaustion. They had been pouring over the archives all night. His eyes hurt, he was hungry and tired, but mostly he was concerned with keeping his head attached to his neck. 

“The Enkelt.” 

“The Enkelt?!” Abkam scoffed. “No,” he dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand.

“But, sir, if...”

“No!” Abkam scorned his student. “The only thing worse than not knowing for certain is a wild and absurd theory. His Ruthlessness would flay me. And what do you think he would do to you? No. You will say nothing of this to him. I will explain the situation to the Olc and beg for more time and resources to uncover the truth,” Abram spoke with finality. Raga only nodded. 

“I chose you because you showed promise, Raga. Do not make me regret it. Come, we do not want to be late.” He stood and grabbed his robe. Donning it, they made their way to the throne room. The large doors were already open as Abkam and his apprentice entered, escorted by two guards. Ceann sat on his stone and gold throne. 

“Have you made any headway on the portal?” Ceann asked as he leaned forward from his perch. He wiped his bloody hands with a rag just as soaked. The effect of the smeared blood gave Abkam pause and he swallowed hard on a dry throat. A poor, lifeless soul was being dragged out. Abkam glanced at the battered man as he passed him. He recognized him as one of Ceann’s seers. Ceann’s long platinum blonde hair was blood-soaked also, pulled back into a single pony tail, and reaching to his mid-back. The blood ran down his stone-chiseled face in streaks and splatters. His bright turquoise-blue eyes stood in stark contrast to the blood on his coffee-brown skin. He took another rag, this one clean, that his attendant offered and wiped his face, and sat back.

“No, sire. None of our writings or records show that a portal exists where the Kamalan and her companions disappeared. It is possible that it was an, as of yet, undiscovered portal,” Abkam answered, offering the only explanation he could think of.

Ceann sat back on his throne, putting his hand to his chin thoughtfully. He had tasked every one of his seers, scholars, and sages with uncovering the truth of Eva’s disappearance. He had been so furious after the trio’s escape that he had gone on a rampage, killing several of the soldiers closest to him at the scene. The trip back to Deceau had been a tenuous one for his crew. The slightest mistake or even being in the wrong place when Ceann got into one of his moods proved disastrous for several sailors. Years had passed, but the Olc was as obsessed as ever in this quest.

“What have you been doing with your time, Abkam?” Ceann asked. A sneer in his voice hinted at the rage building in him at his senior scholar’s inability to discover the truth.

“There is one other theory, sire,” Raga spoke from behind Abkam, louder than he had anticipated, in an attempt to quell Ceann’s building anger. The outburst drew a sharp slap from Abkam. Raga winced in pain and put his hand to his face.

“I apologize for my apprentice. His tongue does not know when to hold,” Abkam said with a bow to Ceann. Ceann eyed Abkam skeptically. He sat forward and steepled his fingers.

“What is this theory?”

“Ramblings of a novice sire, nothing more,” Abkam began to say but was cut off by a curt hand gesture from Ceann. Abkam stopped and shot a look of contempt toward Raga. Ceann changed his outstretched hand to a finger and pointed at Raga. He motioned with his finger for Raga to advance. Raga moved past Abkam, keeping his eyes low. He stood before Ceann, eyes still on the ground. 

“Speak,” Ceann Olc commanded.

“Master Abkam is right your Excellency. They are just ramblings, uncorroborated theories, sire,” Raga said, concentrating on the stone floor beneath him. Ceann opened his hand, and then it closed it into a fist. Raga suddenly snapped his head up, choked by some unseen force. Ceann opened his hand, making a small gesture. Raga flew toward Ceann under some kind of power, and his neck met Ceann’s open palm. The Olc’s mixed Sioc and Voldsum blood, together with powerful códaithe, made him a dangerous warlord. Ceann squeezed and brought his face close to Ragazzo’s ear.

“Do not waste my time.” Ceann’s spoke with cadenced clarity. His words carried power, and Raga shuddered. “I have no time for games. However,” a small chuckle escaped his lips, “Uten loves games.” Ceann released his grip, and Raga fell to the floor, gasping for air. He glanced up toward Ceann as he saw the man to his right advance on him. The man’s eyes were beyond haunted and dark. They were lifeless. Black orbs of utter nothingness. Uten was Ceann’s deadliest general and his most cruel. Stories of his games were terrifying to even the most hardened of warriors. Uten did not command an army though, he was a general in name only. He never left Ceann’s side. Raga whimpered and covered his face, not knowing what else to do. Moments passed but the pain did not come. He opened his eyes and saw Uten stopped mid-step. Ceann was holding Uten back with his power. It was a show of force. Ceann clicked with his mouth, calling his dog off. Uten was released from Ceann’s power, and he returned to his master’s right side. 

Raga caught his breath and stood up. He gathered his thoughts and spoke with measured cadence, ensuring he did not waste words.

“I believe the Kamalan is an Enkelt,” Raga said measuredly. Eyes still focusing on the floor.

“An Enkelt? They have been extinct for millennia,” Ceann said in response, his curiosity piqued. 

“It is the only explanation, sire,” Raga replied, a bit more confidently. “The Enkelt were known to inhabit Northern Mardec. The Kamalan was born in Lausern on its northern coast. It is said the Third Standing was created by the Enkelt...”

“I am aware of the legend, boy,” Ceann said in a slight venomous tone. Raga closed his eyes as though preparing for his death. When it did not come, he slowly opened his eyes and looked up at Ceann, who, to his surprise, was smiling. 

“So, you believe this Kamalan is an Enkelt? The race credited with the creation of the first portals and extinct for over a thousand years. That, she, somehow has the power to create portals herself? And her existence was so secret that even my brightest scholars and most powerful seers were unable to discover this?”

Raga kept his gaze on Ceann and took his time before answering, believing it to be his last words. “Yes, sire.”

Ceann burst out in a rolling belly laugh that caught everyone in the room off guard. The sight of this large and powerful fae in genuine mirth was off-putting, and everyone shifted uncomfortably. The laughter continued, and soon everyone in the room was laughing. If only to show support for their leader. Raga remained stoic, though, not knowing how to react. Ceann wiped a tear from his face with his still bloodied hands.

“Well, then. You must go to Northern Mardec!” Ceann said, still laughing. Everyone burst out in laughter again with him—all except Uten. Even Raga now began to relax and let a small chuckle go. Ceann continued to laugh, prompting Raga to join in, laughing loudly with everyone else. Suddenly Ceann jumped up from his throne and grabbed Raga by the throat again. He raised him high above his head. The room fell deathly silent.

“And do not return until you have proof of your claim,” Ceann growled at him, throwing him to the ground. Ceann turned to Abkam, “You will accompany him.”

“Yes, sire,” Abkam answered, visibly shaken.

“His failure is your forfeit,” Ceann said to Abkam in no uncertain terms. Abkam nodded his understanding and scooped his apprentice off the floor. They quietly and quickly made their way out of the room as the court burst into laughter again at Ceann’s prompting.

Abkam shuttled Raga down the hall by his collar. “You foolish boy! Do you know what you have done? Ceann will not accept anything short of proof of your claim. We might as well throw ourselves on our swords now and save us the torment of death by his hand. Or worse yet, Uten’s.”

“Then we will have to prove my claim, master,” Raga said with some measure of confidence. He was well aware of the fate that awaited both him and Abkam if they did not come through with proof.

“You have signed my death warrant, boy. I will not forgive you of this,” Abkam said. Raga broke Abkam’s hold around his collar and shuffled ahead of him slightly, head down. Abkam grabbed his collar again and spun Raga around to face him. “Do you hear me?”

“Yes, master,” Raga said in a subservient tone. Abkam nodded.

“We leave tonight. Before Ceann has a chance to change his mind and kill us outright. Or worse, release Uten upon us.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Anchorage, Alaska, EARTH

Brynjar felt the air shift, and he ran into the bedroom, battle-ready. Eva stood there, a large book in her hand. She was still getting her bearings from the trip. This was the fourth time she had portalled, and it was becoming easier, but it still took her a minute to collect her thoughts.

“You have found what you were looking for?” Brynjar asked as he offered his arm for support. Eva nodded and took his offered hand. He led her into the kitchen, and she set the book on the table as she plopped down in the chair. She looked out the window and took in the beauty of the snow-covered Chugach mountains. They glowed brightly in the distance, even in the waning winter sun. Brynjar poured her a glass of water. Eva accepted the cup and drank it in one long pull. She put the glass on the counter and breathed deeply. She held the book up and handed it to Brynjar. He took the tome and opened the crudely bound textbook, thumbing through the pages with passing interest. Eva let her mind wander, as it was prone to do, and thought back to how she got here.

...

Anchorage was an eclectic place. A collection of the self-proclaimed outcasts of society. It was a melting pot of what she referred to as the “rich rednecks”. Where millionaires walked around in waders and Carhart’s. Men and women making their fortunes fishing or crabbing off the Aleutian Chain or the Kenai Peninsula. Bush pilots who braved the elements to fly the wealthy on hunting expeditions. The slopers down for their two-week R&R between hitches on the oilfield, with cash to burn. Anchorage was a stepping-off point for the Alaskan adventure, and there was no shortage of tourists willing to pay handsomely for an authentic Alaskan experience.  

Eva’s duplex provided a better measure of privacy than her old apartment did. The duplex was near the University of Anchorage, Alaska, and most of the houses here were rentals occupied by college kids or new families. Each class was so immersed in their own worlds that a bit of noise did not raise an eyebrow. 

Eva did not know whether she would have any renters on the other side of the duplex when they got here several weeks ago. The duplex was managed by a local management company, and the payment was wired from one of Eva’s many alias accounts. She had set up a trust to handle maintenance costs, and the property manager pulled money as needed. I had? She felt a brief moment of pain as she remembered Derek. He was the one who had suggested it. He had set up several similar properties and accounts across the globe in this same manner, both to provide Eva with a secondary source of cash and as a way to provide needed shelter should the need arise. 

This was one of those needs. Eva had discovered that they had been gone for about two years Earth time, which meant it had been nearly three years since she had been in Alaska. The car in the driveway was clue enough that she currently had renters on the other side. 

Eva’s side of the duplex was kept vacant. It was set up with WiFi lights, a Roomba vacuum, and timers on various electronics, set to go off at certain times to give the appearance that someone was living there. The duplex had two bedrooms, one bathroom, and a large living room that opened to the kitchen. 

She had suspected how her powers worked when they were trapped by Ceann Olc after they had fled the dungeon. That fact that she was able to portal here was confirmation of it. She had suspected that she would be able to portal to a place as long as she could picture the location clearly in her mind. There was still the matter of her first travel to Faetir to the Third Standing. She had never been there before. However, she surmised that the painting, being an exact replica of the stone structure and the fact that she had viewed it many times, was why she was able to portal there. The fact that the painted was an exact replica gave her the thought that whomever painted it, or commissioned it, had intimate knowledge of the Third Standing. That is what began her research. Someone had knowledge of Faetir. Someone here on Earth. And by all accounts, all portals from Earth to Faetir had been destroyed. Until recently, that is. It was a knowledge detailed enough to paint an exact replica on canvas. 

Her online research had revealed that the previous tenant had lived there for twenty years before Eva moved in and was probably the original tenant. All she had at this point was a name, Walter Renée. There was no online record, no social media accounts, nothing that she could find. Damnit, Derek, I need you. She pined her loss. Many nights she had cried herself to sleep thinking about him lying there, lifeless on the ground, and her inability to do anything but run. It woke her in cold sweats.

She reasoned her best option was to return to her apartment for answers. Luckily her apartment was also near a university. The University of Idaho had an extensive research library, as did its sister college and rival, Washington State University, just a few miles away. 

She thought it would be an excellent opportunity to practice her newfound powers. Brynjar had been vehemently against it, but she insisted. She did not want to tempt fate too much, so she decided that her best bet would be to go directly to her apartment, as she was most familiar with that than some other landmark in the city. She had closed her eyes and pictured the inside of her flat and flexed her power. The air folded on itself, and a great dance of lights ensued, just as before. She portalled with success but found her apartment empty.

She had discovered that her apartment was only bare floors and painted walls now. She did not give too much thought to it, but it seemed strange that the landlord had cleared everything out. The apartment’s rent was paid automatically from an account that Derek had set up for her. She reasoned that two years was a long time, and with Derek not there to manage the accounts, it must have overdrawn. The landlord must have sold all her furniture after it was apparent no one was coming back. It was curious to her because the apartment had come furnished to begin with. Perhaps it was time for a remodel—the couch was a bit old. She had thought. Portalling had been easier than the previous two times, but it was still taxing. It had been a full day before she was able to venture out. She spent several days in the local area trying to get information on Renée. 

She ended up at the library at WSU, where she had discovered a book written by the enigmatic Walter Renée. It was the only copy in circulation that she could find, and it appeared as though it had been bound by an amateur, with some pages that looked like they had been added post-printing and some pages that looked handwritten. Walter had been an adjunct professor years ago in the geology department, and the college must have felt obligated to keep his book. Since the book was the only one in circulation, the library would not allow it to be checked out. The room it was held in was secure, and she had to be escorted in. The librarian indicated that she should wait at the table as he left to get the book for her. He returned shortly after and laid the book down. He asked her if she needed anything else before leaving her to her studies. The door was locked behind her. She decided it was as good a time to return as any and grabbed the book before portalling back to the duplex.

...

Eva looked now at the book as Brynjar placed it on the table. She refilled her glass and drank deeply. She sighed in relaxation. The water here was always so refreshing. The book was titled, The Magic of Geology. She chuckled at the name, thinking of what some college students would think after reading the title on the shelf. As though it suggested an enticing read to excite future scientists into the field of rocks and stones. She knew a little of geology, mostly from high school. She opened the cover and started in. 

The darkness of the night crept up quickly as she sat in the kitchen. Notes littered the table. Eva enjoyed the winters here. She found solitude in the almost eternal night. She leaned back in her chair and grabbed a slice of Moose’s Tooth pizza from the box. Two empty boxes stacked under it, of which Brynjar had made short work. Brynjar was relaxed back in the La-Z-Boy, eyes closed and a steady breath escaping his lips. Eva watched the rise and fall of his massive chest. Her own skin became flush as her mind wandered. 

They had made a connection in that dungeon at Kamalan House that neither one of them had spoken about since. But it was there. In the ether. Her mind wandered farther, and she found her body responding. She remembered how her body had trembled as he held her on that cold stone floor. The touch of his calloused hand as it had entangled her own, holding it so that it would not shake. The feeling of flesh on flesh. It was tantric. Intoxicating. Just the thought of her head pressed against his massive chest, sobbing uncontrollably, was a powerful aphrodisiac. How she had felt so vulnerable and so completely safe at the exact moment was confusing and enticing simultaneously. She remembered the touch of his hand when they had first met.

...

She had walked the streets for almost an hour, turning and stopping at shop windows to check her surroundings. The jump from her apartment window to the awning on the ground floor had been a rough landing. She had been ambushed by what she thought at the time to be a rival mercenary or a disgruntled client. She later found out it had been Calder’s soldiers. 

Eva had made her way to one of her many spots, places in the city that she had previously scouted out. She liked to choose places, generally coffee shops and restaurants, based on seating, exit points, and layout. The closest one at that moment was a coffee shop on the corner. It had a Medieval-style wood sign out front that read ‘Bean Immortal’ and had a picture of a unicorn’s head turned to the side. A bit tacky, but she’d always liked it. The café had a friendly atmosphere, and most importantly, two exit points aside from the main door. One exit led to the alleyway and the other to a shared hallway with the business next door. 

She chose a seat towards the back of the café and sat with her back to the wall. The closest exit was to her left, near the restrooms. After surveilling the clientele and staff in the establishment, Eva finally took a breath and relaxed just a bit. 

She began to take account of what she had with her. A small folding knife, apartment keys, $200 in cash, and a fake ID were stuffed into various pockets. Most importantly, a small Ruger LCP .380 handgun was concealed in a holster inside her waistband, appendix carry. It wasn’t her favorite gun, but it would do in a pinch. 

“Can I get you something, miss?” A short, stocky woman asked as she stood next to Eva. Eva remembered being startled at the question. The dark pull had been swirling in her mind.

“Coffee, black,” she answered distractedly. She leaned back in her chair and took in the atmosphere of the coffee shop. It was busy with patrons at this hour. 

The café was nestled at the end of the bar district, partly why the place was open twenty-four hours a day. The other, Eva suspected, was to accommodate the shift workers at the hospital a block away in the other direction. 

The barista brought Eva her coffee in a white ceramic mug with the same picture of the unicorn on it and the name of the café printed above it. She placed both hands around the cup and lowered her head around the rim to take in the aroma, and it instantly cleared her head. She sat there for what seemed like a forever, trying to work out the confusing set of events that had just unfolded. 

Eva thought about how strong the tugging toward the abyss had been during the attack. It was even stronger now, almost as if it had a new power over her. It had felt like it was coming from a new angle, trying to get past not just her conscious self, but trying to weave its way into her physical being. She grew angry at its persistence and she pushed back hard. That’s when it happened.

“You should be more careful about displaying your power here,” a large voice boomed above her. The shadow of a mountainous man standing over her startled Eva suddenly and brought her into the present. Her eyes darted back and forth and evaluated all the possible routes. Time seemed to slow as she reacted, and her muscles flexed. Moving with the efficiency of the lethal instrument she was, her actions coming from muscle memory of countless hours of training, she set her plan into motion. Suddenly, Eva found her body was unable to move. 

Frozen. 

Time resumed its normal pace as she looked into the face of the voice.

“You are quick. But there is no need to fear. I come to your aide,” the man had said. His right hand was held up in front of him like a stop sign. Eva struggled to free her body from the invisible force, but it was a futile effort. 

“Whatever you’re doing to me, stop it now. Or you will regret it,” Eva responded with a venomous tone and rage flashing in her eyes.

“Of course, mistress. I meant no harm.” He lowered his hand, and she felt her body released as if under tension. He relaxed his stance.  “You will forgive my suddenness, but I had no other alternative. Please come with me, mistress.” 

Eva’s immediate internal response was, Hell No! However, something came over her.

“And where exactly do you want to go?” she asked.

“Please, mistress, time is precious. We must leave. They have found you, and they are relentless.”

More questions entered Eva’s mind, and she was no closer to finding out just what the hell was going on. Her mind raced with possibilities: enemies she had made, employers that didn’t want loose ends, a fellow colleague trying to make a name for himself?  

“The pull of darkness is strong. You must resist. Take my hand, and I can lend you strength,” the man said.

“No, it’s not that. I was...” Eva stopped dead in her tracks. What did he just say? She had never told anyone about the dark pull. A million more questions flooded into her brain, but all she could do was reach her hand out into his. He took it gently. She felt power in his well-worn and muscled grip, not just physical but also something else.

Eva suddenly felt a sense of calm and safety. Like when she was a child, holding onto Tom’s hand as they crossed the street. As long as she was holding on, nothing in the world could harm her. “This way,” he directed her. 

“Who are you?” Eva asked, still in a daze.

“I am Brynjar. Your Trusted.”

...

Eva shook her head to clear the memory, pleasant as it was. What confused her the most was, and this she could not shake, was that everything she had felt with Brynjar, in that dungeon, in that cold and hopeless hell that was upon them, was nothing compared to the emotion she felt for Calder. When she realized that he was her bonded mate, she instantaneously felt a connection to him. 

Emotionally. 

Spiritually. 

Physically. 

She had no comparison to it in her whole existence. It was a thing of fairy tales. Love at first sight, something she had discounted her entire life as being a valid concept. She had seen her high school friends fall victim to boys’ desires in the name of true love. She vowed she would never fall for it. But this. This was a feeling she could not quantify. It was genuinely divine, if ever there was a thing. But how could she feel this way about two people, in opposing but almost equal ways at the same time? Was she broken? Was her human upbringing to blame for her mixed feelings? It was an entangled and utterly unnavigable skein. The thought of the incomprehension began to build anger in her. 

She quickly shook her head to clear the thoughts. That would have to wait. There were more pressing matters. The sound of a running engine helped pull her attention away from the ideas of Brynjar’s strong hands intertwined with hers on that dungeon floor, or Calder’s deep and soulful eyes.

It was common for folks to leave their car running outside to either warm it up or stay warm if they were not going to leave it long where they parked it. The problem was the sound was coming from across the street. All the houses across the street had garages. And none of her neighbors parked their vehicles outside. Maybe it’s just pizza delivery, she mused. Something made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up, though. She looked at the big bay window that faced the street. The curtains and shades were drawn. She looked back at Brynjar, who was now wide awake, staring at her as though something had awoken him. She nodded to him, holding a finger to her mouth in a gesture of silence. She crept to the first bedroom, which also looked out to the street.

The lights in the bedroom were off, allowing her to see any lights from the street through the curtains. She peeked out the window to confirm. Sure enough there was a car parked across the street. She could see exhaust coming from the tailpipe. She could hear the idling engine. The windows were tinted, and it was impossible to tell who or how many were inside in this darkness. It was parked in between two houses, as though it did not belong to either one. Something was wrong. No one knew she was here. She had been careful as always. Perhaps it was nothing, but there was a nagging in her brain that told her to listen to her training and intuition. Suddenly she heard the engine RPMs change. She peeked again, and, just as quickly, the car pulled away down the street. Eva sped back into the living room.

“Something’s not right,” she said to Brynjar, who was now standing in the living room.

“I felt it too,” he said.

“Magic?”

“I sense no weave.”

“Shit,” Eva said, barely moving her mouth to speak.

“What is it?” Brynjar asked tepidly.
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