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        When a doorway between worlds opens and unites two lives, anything is possible…

      

      

      

      Since she was a child, Wynter Stormhold’s curious nature has taken her to far-off worlds. In one world, she touches the life of a young human boy. In another, she finds her most trusted friend, a stone dragon she calls Pow-pow. Hiding her growing powers from her mage family started out as a childish prank, but now she uses them to go on secret adventures.

      

      Sheikh Khalid el Amid’s life changes forever when he encounters a beautiful but alien girl. Wynter brings unexpected miracles during his darkest hour and he vows to always protect her—but then she disappears through a portal.

      

      When grown-up Wynter suddenly reappears years later, Khalid falls in love. All too soon, however, she is ripped from him again. As Wynter and Pow-pow fight for their lives against a mage who would use Wynter and her father’s Rings of Power to control the vast worlds across space, Khalid fights for his people and his rightful place on Earth.

      

      Can an alien princess and her dragon find her way back to her beloved sheikh, or will their responsibilities keep them apart forever?

      

      *Previously released in Pets in Space 7! Thank you to everyone who supported the Hero Dogs charity. Together, we make a difference!
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      Arastan Stormhold cradled the newborn in his arms. Dread weighed on his heart as he looked at the alien world through the fiery, gold ring. The balcony doors of the bedroom were open, giving a view of an alien hoard overrunning the defenses of the castle.

      An attacker burst into the room and the newborn’s mother surged up from her bed and met the threat with a gesture that crackled with magic. When the mother collapsed back onto the bed, her features pale, Arastan watched with growing horror as the life drained from her stunning green eyes.

      “Protect her.”

      The haunting plea washed over Arastan before he quickly closed the connection between the two worlds. No one but the baby would be coming through to Zelos.

      The gold ring that used to be the portal fell to the ground, smaller than his palm once more. He partially turned when Lyia, his beautiful wife, hesitated in the doorway to his lab. Her astonished eyes were locked on the infant in his arms.

      “Arastan? Where? What? Oh, my love, she is beautiful,” Lyia whispered, walking forward to tenderly caress the baby’s soft, platinum blonde hair that was streaked with brilliant blue strands.

      Lyia glanced back at where the fiery portal had been only seconds ago, her face conveying her awe and trepidation. “How is this possible?”

      The Rings of Power had never been used this way. Arastan hadn’t known it was possible to make a traversable portal with the rings. This was not the intended result of his experiment, not at all.

      He looked at the newborn in his arms, mesmerized by her brilliant green eyes. She stared up at him with a curious, trusting expression. Arastan smiled when she yawned and closed her eyes.

      “I’m not sure how this is possible, Lyia, but it happened,” Arastan finally replied.

      “Let me take her,” Lyia said.

      Arastan tenderly handed the infant to his beloved wife. She beamed at the baby and stroked her cheek lovingly. Lyia had always loved children. Their unusually large family was mostly her idea. He would give her anything, and she had given him so much in return—a love and a life that he had not known could bring so much happiness.

      A realization made him suddenly go cold. If the Mage Council discovered the unexpected consequences of his experiments, they could shut down his life’s work. The rings were designed to allow observation, not act as a method of travel.

      “No one must know about this, Lyia,” Arastan warned, cupping his wife’s cheek in his large palm.

      Lyia nodded. “What shall we tell the others?”

      “That she is our daughter. Luckily, you and the children have only recently returned from Isotope and everyone knows your love of taking in strays. They will not question it.”

      The sleeping infant did look Glacian enough that they could pretend she was a native of the ice world. Her skin did not have the iconic bluish tint, but not all Glacians had that coloring.

      Lyia nodded before looking at him with concern. “Her family?”

      Arastan shook his head. “Gone. Her mother begged me to protect her, and we will,” he vowed.

      “Wynter,” Lyia said as she carefully made her way to the exit. “We will call her Wynter.”

      Arastan looked ruefully at the thick frost that coated his entire lab and smiled at how well the name fit. Ice crystals covered the surface of his workbench and the vast array of tomes that lined his walls. Icicles hung from the shelves.

      He picked up the glowing ring and pulled the magical energy back into his body. The dull yellow gold reflected the stone interior of his workroom again.

      He had created these rings so he could unobtrusively observe other worlds without having to travel to them. The research base they resided in was also inconspicuous. It had extremely modern conveniences, but it looked like a medieval castle. All Enyoan bases were built to blend in with the local environment. The Mage-line demanded that they observe and, if necessary, provide only the smallest amount of guidance to the worlds they visit.

      The purpose of the Mage-line was to pursue knowledge and evolve, not to gain power or wealth. There were enough species in the universe who desired such things; the Mage-line would not contribute to those travesties. Mages who abused their powers were stripped of their magic and cast into a place where they were sure to die without it.

      For the last ten years, he, Lyia, and their four children, Castor, Harmonia, and twins, Ladon and Electra had made a home here. The locals had accepted them, and the Mage Council had left him alone, seemingly forgetting that he and Lyia existed. The family seldom left the research base. Lyia’s trip to Isotope to visit her sister was one of the rare times they were separated.

      Arastan walked over to his workbench, sat down, and placed the ring next to the tome he was working on. He picked up a quill pen, dipped it into an enchanted inkwell, and began to work with a feverish intensity. Page after page filled with the scenes he had witnessed, down to the smallest detail. His ink-stained fingers trembled as he completed the final stroke. It took hours to complete, but at last he was done.

      Arastan studied the finished illustrations. Confident the ink was dry, he placed the gold Ring of Power on the page. He felt determination and grief as he studied the still features of the mysterious young woman who would never again see her newborn daughter.

      This world I have just discovered is too dangerous to access again. This story is best left alone, he sadly thought, closing the book and sealing the ring inside.
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      “Wynter! Where are you, love?”

      Four-year-old Wynter giggled and scooted under the long table in her father’s lab. She loved to play hide-and-seek with her mother. Arastan, sitting at his desk along the wall, chuckled and shook his head in amusement.

      “Shh!” Wynter pleaded, her eyes widening at the telltale sound of her mother’s boots on the stone floor.

      “Arastan, have you seen your mischievous little Movian bear cub? It is time for her bath, and she seems to have escaped again.”

      Wynter covered her mouth with both of her hands to smother her fit of giggles. She pulled her legs up, trying to make herself smaller. Through the legs of her father’s favorite stool, she saw the hem of her mother’s silver tunic.

      “No, love, I haven’t seen any Movian bear cubs in here,” her father replied.

      “Well, if you do, will you please let her know that I have a new story for her tonight?” her mother said with an exaggerated sigh.

      “Give her ten more minutes. I’m sure she will magically appear,” her father promised. He wrapped an arm around his wife, she leaned down just as he tilted his head back, and they kissed.

      Wynter wiggled her nose and giggled some more. They did that a lot. They liked to kiss her and her siblings, too. As she looked down, she noticed one of her father’s special gold rings on the floor. With glee, she put it in her pocket. She waited for her mother’s footsteps to fade away, but a moment later, her mother crouched down and peered at her.

      “Found you!” her mother proclaimed.

      Wynter squealed and scrambled out from under the table. She ran to her father, throwing herself into his arms. Her mother’s delighted laughter filled the room. Arastan rose from his chair and lifted her into the air.

      “Fear not, my little Movian bear cub, I will save you from the evil bath witch!” her father declared.

      With a flick of his wrist, a wooden sword appeared in his free hand. Wynter’s mother put her hands on her hips and shook her head. Wynter buried her face against her dad’s neck and vigorously nodded.

      “You are not helping, Arastan,” Lyia teased. “Come, love, you really need a bath. You’ve got twigs and bits of dried flowers stuck in your hair.”

      “No, stay. Pretty circles,” Wynter pleaded, tears filling her eyes.

      “I’ll bathe her tonight,” Arastan promised.

      Lyia sighed, stepped closer, and kissed them both. “Don’t be late for dinner again.”

      “We won’t, will we, poppet?” her father said.

      Wynter shook her head. “Not poppet, Movian bear cub,” she impishly growled, curling her fingers as if they were claws.

      Her mother blew them both a kiss. Wynter grinned over her father’s shoulder and returned the kiss, loving how her mother’s eyes softened with affection.

      Wynter’s ten-year-old brother, Ladon, peered through the doorframe and stuck his tongue out at her. She made a face at him.

      “How about being a good girl while I finish taking these notes?”

      Wynter nodded and her father sat her down on the stool. She studied the series of large golden orbs. They each showed a different world. Some planets swirled with deadly gases while others brimmed with life. She loved the worlds with life the most.

      “Pretty,” she said, pointing to one orb off to the side.

      “Yes, it is beautiful. There are some interesting creatures that live there. Look at this one.”

      Wynter looked at the creature her father had drawn in his notebook. She ran her fingers across the image. Smooth stone scales heated her fingertips. While the stone the drawing depicted should be cold, it wasn’t. The dark gray animal looked like a pile of rocks had been stacked to create a fierce beast that would have been very scary if Wynter wasn’t distracted by the love the creature felt for the smaller one barely visible behind her front leg.

      “These are stone dragons. As they age, their scales lose their roughness and become more polished. This is how we know when they are ready to breed. The little ones are chubby, and their bodies have a rougher surface. They seem to be loving, loyal, and nearly indestructible.”

      “Pet?” she asked, looking up at him with wide eyes.

      Arastan chuckled and shook his head. “No, love. You can’t pet them. We just watch over them.”

      Wynter stroked the illustration. Somewhere out of sight of her father’s magic orb, Wynter sensed the mother stone dragon swinging her head from side to side, searching for the unexpected connection she felt through her scales. Her child looked up and sniffed the air. Wynter sent a wave of love to the dragon and her infant son. The stone dragon tilted her head and snorted with bewilderment.

      I pet you, Wynter soothed. We keep you safe.

      “Father, I need some help with Astra again. She’s escaped her pen,” Wynter’s sixteen-year-old brother, Castor, said from the doorway.

      “Give me a minute,” Arastan grumbled. “Wynter, time to go find Harmonia. Ask her to give you a bath for me. This may take a while. Off you go, now.”

      Wynter nodded and held her arms up. Her father lowered her to the floor and fluffed her hair fondly. She walked to the door, but looked back in time to see her father wave his hand in a wide arc. Dozens of gold rings fell to the floor. He picked them up and dropped them into a woven basket on his workbench.

      “Go to your sister, Wynter,” he gently repeated.

      Wynter hurried out of the room ahead of her father. She rounded the corner and paused, biting her lower lip. The sound of her father and brother’s voices faded as they left the lab.

      She peeked around the corner, waiting until they were outside. A smile lit up her face as she reached into the pocket of her dress and pulled out the gold ring she had discovered earlier. She liked to collect the pretty rings.

      After looking down the corridor, she ran to the workbench and climbed onto the chair. She pulled the basket of discarded rings closer to her and rummaged through them until she found the ring she was looking for. With a grin, she climbed back down and hurried out of the room.

      Several minutes later, she pulled a wooden box out from under her bed and placed the two gold rings inside with great care. She closed the lid of the box and wiggled her fingers over it. The box faded from sight.

      “Wynter, bath time!” her mother called.

      “Coming, mama!” she replied.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Wynter’s mother was telling her that it was bed time.

      “I’ll take her,” twelve-year-old Harmonia volunteered.

      “Thank you, love,” Lyia replied.

      “I’ll help,” ten-year-old Electra said.

      Wynter kissed her mother and father goodnight. Anyone who saw them would notice the stark physical differences between Wynter and the rest of her family. Where her parents and siblings had brown hair ranging from light to dark and eyes of similar variations, Wynter’s curls were the color of a lightning bolt and her eyes were like emeralds. Sometimes the blue strands in her snow-white hair glowed almost as brilliantly as her eyes.

      Wynter wrapped her arms around Harmonia’s neck when her oldest sister picked her up and carried her. As they went to her room, she listened to her sisters chatting about the spells they were working on. She absorbed everything they were saying.

      “Here you go. Do you want to see the stars?” Harmonia asked, tucking her into her bed.

      Wynter eagerly nodded. Electra muttered and clapped her hands. Above, millions of tiny lights glowed. Wynter squealed with delight before snuggling down under the covers. Harmonia leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      “Goodnight, Wynter. Sweet dreams.”

      “Goodnight, Wynter,” Electra said, tickling her sides before blowing a raspberry kiss on her cheek.

      “Love you, Ele,” Wynter giggled.

      Harmonia and Electra walked out of her bedroom. They didn’t shut the door all the way behind them and their quiet conversation echoed in the cavernous hallway. She sat up, listening.

      “Do you think she will ever find her powers?” Electra asked.

      “I don’t know. Father and Mother say it may not be something that her kind can ever do,” Harmonia replied.

      “Well, we’ll just have to protect her if she doesn’t,” Electra declared.

      Wynter looked up at the stars glowing on her ceiling and wiggled her fingers. Planets, moons, and comets appeared. She smiled. She liked the game she was playing with her family. No one knew she could do so much more than they could—even her mother and father. She didn’t want to hurt their feelings. Besides, it was much more fun watching what they could create.

      Sliding out of her bed, she wiggled her fingers again. The magical box that she kept hidden under her bed floated into her hands. She opened the box and worried her bottom lip. Which ring… which ring…

      She had collected almost a dozen of the rings so far. Most of the rings were ones that had fallen to the floor or her father had discarded. A few were ones that she had especially liked and had taken to add to her collection. Every once in a while, she would exchange them. The basket in her father’s office was always full of the rings.

      She finally picked the one with the pretty garden. She liked it. There were all kinds of colorful flowers there. There was also water to splash in and a woman like her mama who sang in a strange language.

      Wynter closed her bedroom door, then placed the ring in the center of the rug while threading a second ring on a magical chain around her neck. She concentrated on the words her father said to make the rings into windows. It was a pretty spell that he said protected the rings from being used by anyone else.

      ”Edr-portal.”

      The ring floated off the rug and expanded. With excitement, she peered at the beautiful garden on the other side. This was just one of the many places on the strange, new planet that her father had observed. It was in a place surrounded by sand but was also surprisingly lush.

      It was nighttime there, but the single moon was bright. Within the garden, a long, narrow pool glowed with the moon’s light. Stars similar to those Electra had created filled the sky and the pool’s reflective surface, broken only by the ripples of the creatures within. Wynter clapped her hands. She liked the fishes in the water. They were fun to watch.

      She slid her hands through the surface of the portal. One moment she was in her bedroom and the next she was falling to her knees on a stone path. She pushed up off the ground and wiped the front of her royal blue nightgown.

      Scents of jasmine, sandalwood, and roses filled her nose. Wynter held her hand open out of habit and whispered a soft incantation. The golden portal closed and the ring fell into her hand. She touched the ring to the magical chain around her neck, and the chain was suddenly through the ring without her needing to unclasp it. Now she wouldn’t lose her only way home.

      Soft sobs caught her attention, and she looked around for the source. She followed the path around the reflection pool until she came to a set of marble steps.

      A teenage boy who was maybe the same age as her brother Castor sat on the middle step. His thin shoulders shook as he cried. His head was bowed and his dark hair hung like a curtain around his face.

      He was wearing white linen trousers and a thin blue shirt the same color as her nightgown. His feet were bare, just like hers. He had the same olive complexion she did. Next to him was a destroyed bouquet of flowers. Yellow rose petals lay scattered. The stems were split and twisted.

      Wynter silently crawled up the lower steps like a jungle cat and playfully tickled his toes. The boy jumped and gasped. He frantically wiped at his face.

      Wynter tickled the toes of his left foot again and giggled hopefully. Tickles always cheered her up when she felt bad. He pulled his foot away.

      “Man—” he began hoarsely. He cleared his throat. “Man 'ant?” the boy demanded.

      Wynter tilted her head. His language sounded the same as the singing lady’s, but Wynter hadn’t learned what any of the words meant yet. She held onto his knee as she climbed a step to settle next to him. She gently captured one of his tears and placed it on the end of her tongue.

      Images flashed through her mind. The pretty woman who sang was lying on a bed. She was pale. Beads of sweat glistened on her brow, but she was shivering with cold. There were a lot of grown-ups around her, and they were all speaking in quiet voices. The boy had snuck in to see the woman, and she had reached for him. She had been in so much pain.

      “Your mama?” she asked.

      The boy frowned at her. He wiped his cheeks with the sleeves of his tunic and nodded. Wynter looked at the building behind him, then back at him.

      “Min 'ayn 'atayt?” the boy asked.

      Wynter frowned and studied the boy’s face. She liked his eyes. They were a dark brown with long, black lashes. They were sad eyes. She didn’t like that. She wanted to see him laugh, like her sisters and brothers. They were always laughing.

      “She’s there?” she asked, pointing to the building.

      “Hi marida,” he said.

      Wynter huffed with frustration. She wanted to see the woman. She wanted to make the boy happy. Pushing on his knee, she pointed to the building again.

      “We’ll go help your mama.”

      The boy shook his head in confusion. “'Ayn 'umuk?” he asked with exasperation.

      Wynter touched the boy’s cheek, guiding him to look at the shattered bundle of flowers. He grimaced and a flush of color darkened his high cheekbones. Fresh tears made his eyes look glossy.

      “Mama,” she said slowly, waving her hands over the flowers and letting her magic flow.
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