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Guardians are incapable of love. 


Until I met Anahera–a half-human, half-Guardian–I believed it too. Despite being an outcast, she’s lived with me in Lucidis for years, and having her by my side is a bliss I won’t ever give up.


But something is happening to Ana’s powers. She grows stronger each day. 


And more unpredictable.


Our son, Samael, is coming of age. I want him to embrace his Guardian heritage, but being part human, it's difficult for him to simply observe and protect humanity when he feels their pain—and their love.   


How can I tell him falling in love with a human is wrong when my son is a reflection of me?


When the Tenebrian Guardians launch an attack to create chaos on Earth, I'm convinced there's more to the assault than it seems.


And when Samael goes to Earth against my wishes and Ana wants to follow, I must fight to protect them from outside threats… 


and from themselves. 










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Three 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Four 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Seven 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter Thirty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter Thirty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Chapter Forty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Chapter Forty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        Chapter Forty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        Epilogue 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        Bonus Chapter — John  
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        46.
        
        Acknowledgements 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        47.
        
        Connect with Me Online
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        48.
        
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

Prologue


Cael





Now… 

Ana sighed as she leaned her head against my chest, melting into me as I pulled her closer and relished the feel of her wrapped in my arms. We swayed in slow circles to the music my community played a short distance away on an assortment of instruments—some obtained from Earth and others fashioned using the materials from Lucidis. 

Guardians didn’t always approve of or understand dancing, but it had been many years since Ana first called Lucidis home, and I smirked, knowing she was far beyond caring about some members of the community’s disapproval of humans and their love of dancing. The fact that music was now an integral part of the Lucidian lifestyle was a far cry from where we were generations ago, as elements of human nature had begun to infiltrate our existence. But while music was here, dancing was still mostly looked down upon. It was okay to enjoy the music, but not to get lost in the feeling of it. 

To feel was human, a weakness. 

Luckily, Ana no longer gave a damn.

At least most of the time. 

I stroked her back with slow, sweeping motions of my fingers and hummed my contentment as her large, ice-blue quills flattened under my touch. It had taken her a long while to get used to her new appearance after her skin changed. When her life on Earth ended, her Guardian half had become dominant. 

She looked up at me, her face lit by the moonlight as she gazed past me to watch the purples and reds of the galaxies beyond the stars shine against the black backdrop. Over the hours, they would shift across the sky so slowly that it was imperceptible at any moment but made for an incredible night, lying in the fields and watching their progress, which we had done with our son Samael on many occasions. We wouldn’t talk much. We would simply lie there and hold hands, allowing the energies passing between us to say all they needed to, and recharge each other in a way that only love could. The moon was bright and large, and its healing light pooled onto us as we danced through the grass, the dampness from the condensation cooling our naked legs, the strands occasionally snagging briefly in our scales. 

“Your dancing has improved,” Ana said, smiling against my chest.

I chuckled. “I had a good teacher.”

“I’ve seen you teaching Samael and some of the younger Guardians to dance.” When I didn’t respond, and my back stiffened involuntarily, she grinned. “So, it looks like the student has become the teacher.”

“They still sometimes ask why humans dance.”

“We dance for the same reason we sing, paint, or play music. It’s an expression of joy or sorrow. A creative outlet for emotions when they get too much to keep contained within us anymore.”

“The Elders don’t always approve. Dancing involves feeling the music, not just listening,” I said, although I knew we’d had this discussion several times before, and many similar to it.

Ana shook her head, rubbed her cheek against me, and stopped to inhale against my skin. “You said yourself that emotions are a strength, not a weakness. Maybe the Elders aren’t right about everything.”

“You can’t change thousands of years of opinions and culture overnight, Ana.”

She huffed quietly but didn’t say anything, and I rested my chin on her head as we continued to move together. It must have been hard for her to adapt when she found herself alone in a strange place. A different realm that she had only recently learned the existence of. 

But she had proved herself stronger with every passing day. 

Her resilience was inspiring and only made me love her more, if that was even possible. I hoped that all these aspects of her nature would be passed on to our son as he reached adulthood. 

Ana was right in her views. 

Many Guardians' attitudes had started to shift as they recognized that humans were stronger and more complex than we had originally given them credit for. They were more than simply tools or obstacles for maintaining the Balance. Humans were aware of things the Guardians had not been aware of until recently. 

I believe that my reappearance in Lucidis after being away on Earth for so long and my subsequent relationship with Ana played a pivotal role in this change. Over time, this could revolutionize how Guardians interacted, influenced, and maintained the Balance. However, all these high hopes and changes depended on Tenebrians doing their part to help, along with the Elders from both realms accepting that the old ways needed to change.

While the Lucidian attitudes seemed to change, the Tenebrians were going in the opposite direction, behaving increasingly erratically.

A change was coming, and it was in the air across all three realms. 

Ana opened her eyes and stared into the distance. A grin lit her face, one that I couldn’t help mimicking, knowing that somewhere just beyond the circle of light around the community was our son and a small group of other youths. 

Dancing. 








  
  

Chapter One


Vikt





Then… 

My feet pounded across the red dirt of Tenebris as I ran, pushing beyond the pain of the stitch in my side. There had been a change in the air, a shift created as someone came back through a Gateway into the realm. I recognized the energy pattern immediately, and I turned and bolted. I wanted to be close when he came home, but I had no way of knowing exactly where he’d reappear or if he would have any control over the location if he were forced to leave Earth abruptly. 

Ignis.

I was fast, but I wasn’t fast enough.

As I cleared the broken branches of a patch of black bushes, I ignored the rough scrape against my naked legs as the Elders surrounded Ignis. He was on his knees, looking at them defiantly. 

“No!” I cried out, bursting into a sprint. 

The Elders ignored my cries for them to stop. There were no words spoken, no trial or argument. They were judge, jury, and executioner all in one, and according to them and their outdated views, Ignis had crossed a line while on Earth. The line itself was vague and unclear, and I thought it ironic that in the beginning, they had made little effort to stop Ignis in his quest but were keen to kill him the moment he returned home. 

They claimed their actions were to maintain the Balance, but they weren’t as pure as they pretended to be. Ignis threatened their power, and their motivation for his removal was less about his actions on Earth and more about his influence at home. Ignis had a small following of Guardians in Tenebris, which grew with every passing day, of which I was the first to be a part. Once there were enough of us, even the Elders' experience and matured powers wouldn’t be enough to control us. By sheer numbers, we would take over the realm. 

Then Earth would follow. 

I was mere feet away when the moonstone blade was thrust in and out of Ignis’s chest in one smooth motion. I could almost hear the sound as the blade punctured his skin and the resulting ooze as blood followed the blade’s departure from his body. 

Despite their age, their speed had not failed the Elders, and together they stabbed Ignis twelve times before I reached them. During the assault, his human form melted away as his strength to maintain it left his body with his life’s blood. At my cry of rage, the Elders scattered with no particular rush but no intention of dealing with my futile objections.

Falling to my knees, I skidded along the dirt for the final stretch, welcoming the pain as my knees were cut. The wounds would heal quickly, but right now, I felt I needed to repent for not being able to save him. I caught Ignis as he collapsed backward. His head fell into my lap, his legs bent at uncomfortable angles he could no longer feel. He had not uttered a single sound during the assault on him, but now a low, gurgled moan escaped his lips, followed by a cough of blood that sprayed against my chest. 

“You got yourself caught, you fucking idiot,” I whispered. 

Ignis smiled and grabbed at my neck, pulling me close to his face with his last remnants of strength, enough to cut off my air supply briefly. 

For a moment, I thought he was going to kiss me. It would seem uncharacteristic, even in his moment of death, to do anything to display any emotion, any sign of the connection we shared beyond what we would ever dare say or admit. 

Ignis spluttered. “What we seek, I found a way, but she was taken from my grasp.”

“What was it?”

“Not what. Who. A half-breed.”

My body tensed, and it felt like my chest caved in on itself. 

A half-breed?

“She lives?”

“No.” Ignis shook his head as he drew a death rattle of a breath. “Find another way, and bring them all to hell with us.”

His full weight collapsed into my arms, and I shoved his body from my lap to the ground, heavy in his death. Standing, I looked away even before the dust had settled around his motionless form. There would be no funeral, and his body would be left to rot where it lay. I glanced at him as the glowing edge of his orange quills faded with his life force, and he became dull in color. A dead Guardian was a wholly unimpressive thing. Ignis had been proud and wouldn’t want to be seen this way. 

I resolved to come back at night and burn his body. 

Turning, I walked back across the plain with no particular rush. I’d come from one of the many forests full of trees and plants, uncomfortable to touch and tough to eat, but they sustained us. My current residence was in one of the old communities, where I lived alongside some of Ignis’s other followers. Tenebris had not maintained communities for many centuries. We were not equipped to live together in groups, and it often resulted in fights and deaths. We came together for sex, sometimes willing, sometimes not, for the weak didn’t fare well in Tenebris. If we needed or wanted to change the Balance, we might work together, but then we would drift apart again. 

As I left the shade of the forest canopy and emerged into an opening, Culo appeared before me, his eyes already holding the accusation before his words presented it. “Did you get him?”

I glared at him. “Do you see him?”

“So, you were too slow.”

“None of you are faster. The Elders were too quick. He’s dead.”

“Pity.”

I shrugged. I wouldn’t mourn for the loss of my lover—he was one of many—but he had played a pivotal role in the changes occurring in the realm. Over the generations, Tenebrians’ concern for the Balance had become lax. Humans caused themselves enough issues without needing much intervention from us, and, at this point, Tenebrians mostly came to Earth for our pleasure at the expense of humans. 

Any mess we made would be cleaned up by Lucidians, anyway. 

Dropping heavily to the ground in a huff, I rested my chin on my palm. Now that Ignis was dead, leading the rebellion was up to me. Luckily, I had a plan. 

“What now?” Culo asked.

I took a deep breath. The air was stagnant and saturated with negative energy. It was a vicious cycle living here—the environment directly reflected the beings within it, and, in turn, it had a further negative effect on the Guardians. 

There was no reprise, no escape, and maybe this was part of what we were rebelling against.

Did we need a reason, though? 

I didn’t think so. The humans were tools for the Balance, but why couldn’t they be tools so we could feed off their pain? Why was human suffering more important than our pleasure?

“Now…” I started drumming my fingers against my chin as I considered how much to tell him. A change such as what Ignis and I had hoped for would take many years, even decades, and the others would grow restless quickly. Better to drip-feed them information enough to keep them compliant and pliable. “Now Earth becomes our playground. Do what you want, but keep the activities scattered, as we don’t want too much attention from Lucidis.” 

“That’s it? What about the one who killed Ignis?”

“If we find them, they will pay. Their imprint was all over him when he came through the Gateway, and I’ll know it when I feel it again. But it’s not worth putting our resources into finding his murderer.”

The Elders may have been the ones wielding the blades, but the actual murderer of Ignis was whichever Lucidian had forced him through a Gateway from Earth. Doing so had doomed Ignis to death, and I do not doubt that whoever took that action knew the consequences. They were responsible, and if I found them, they’d pay for it. 

Culo shrugged and moved away. As he looked around, he rubbed himself, searching for a suitable mate for the next few hours. He knew better than to try for my physical company. He’d tried to force me once, and it had not ended well for him. But the attack had served its purpose and had established my dominance, if nothing else. 

I watched the Reflections of humans move about in the distance, afraid and injured from previous tortures. 

The Reflections were no longer enough to satiate us. While they responded to emotional and physical torture like humans did, they weren’t real. Their imprints didn’t bleed their pain into the air to be absorbed, as humans did. There wasn’t the satisfaction of sensing the slight shifts in the Balance when they cried out in terror. The Reflections served their purpose, leaking their terror into the souls of humans. 

But they wouldn’t do for us anymore. 

We wanted the real thing.








  
  

Chapter Two


Ana





Clutching at my chest, I groaned as I woke, feeling like a thousand hangovers were pushing against the inside of my skull all at once. A chill spread across my skin and into my being, creeping into my body through a wound that was no longer there. Then, the cold sensation stopped, and even as my fingers continued to wander across my skin, searching for the arrow wound that had pierced through me, I found nothing.  

It had happened. I knew it was real. I’d felt the arrow push its way through my chest and then felt nothing more. There was no pain now, no blood or bruises, and when I looked down at my hands, expecting to find them caked in my blood, I cried out in surprise. My palms were a pale blue, and the backs of my hands were covered in sharp scales of varying shades of blue and white that seemed to glimmer in the sunlight like crystal. I started to tremble as my fear spiked, trying to make sense of what I was seeing. The scales straightened and sharpened as my breath quickened, and I stared at them, unsure if I should try to swat them flat or ignore them. Standing, I hastily attempted to cover my body when I realized the sharp quills had mostly shredded my clothes. The same scales on my hands curved across my arms and down over my breasts and stomach. The remaining skin that still resembled mine was blue and had a slight glow in the rising sunlight. 

Looking around, my heart thumped in my chest. I didn’t recognize this place. For a horrid moment, my heart skipped a beat when I thought that somehow Nathaniel had transported me to Tenebris again. But this place felt different—the air and sense of it were lighter, it was quieter, and my skin didn’t tingle unpleasantly. However, the fear of the unknown was still deep within me, and I fidgeted with discomfort as my eyes scanned the unfamiliar terrain. 

I needed something, anything familiar I could grab onto to keep my sanity. 

Again, I pushed my palms to my chest, flexing my fingers against my skin. Maybe I’d missed the wound in my panic? But no, there was still nothing there. Curling my toes in the grass, I squeezed my eyes shut momentarily. Every sensation was amplified—this body was mine, and I was alive. But how or why, I couldn’t explain, and a seed of doubt that grew like wildfire in my veins told me I couldn’t really be sure of anything. My eyes started to sting as tears formed. The sights and smells of this unfamiliar place, coupled with the touch of the air on a body that didn’t look like my own, were overwhelming. 

“Kyle?” I called out, but not too loud, afraid of what lay beyond my range of vision. 

When there was no response, I allowed the hopelessness to overcome me as my legs shook. 

I considered sinking back to the ground and waiting for whatever fate fell upon me. 


      [image: image-placeholder]

A shuffling of grass confirmed my suspicions that someone was approaching. I sensed it, but then ignored the sense because I couldn't understand how I could sense someone was coming. The feeling was almost of an invisible wave, gentle and soothing, that pushed through the air toward me, and I’m sure if I could see it, I could reach out and touch it. I looked up, and three creatures were standing a few feet away. I made eye contact with the closest one and retreated backward with several tentative steps. 

They had the same skin as this new body of mine, but their eyes were all a bright, vivid blue, and there were no parts of their skin that resembled human. Instead, their entire bodies were covered in quills or scales. The one closest to me tilted her head, and I guessed it was her once I allowed my gaze to travel over her body, noting the two small swells on her chest that indicated breasts beneath her scales. Her legs were strong and athletic, and her feet and hands were large. Once I studied her face, it appeared distinctly feminine, at least more so than the two creatures standing to either side and slightly behind her. 

But despite the different colorings, the similarity to the creature I encountered in Tenebris couldn’t be ignored. 

My fear spiked, and my heart rate rose in tandem. At the exact moment, the female flinched and then resumed her study of me. Did she feel my fear? Was she a Guardian? I sensed no ill intent from them, but they were tall and intimidating, and I didn’t know if I should run or attack. To try to attack seemed futile and foolish, but my scales stood up on end involuntarily, and I glanced down in surprise at my body’s reaction.

I intended to ask one of the thousand questions running through my mind, or at the very least introduce myself, but instead, I said, “Don’t hurt me.” My voice sounded small and weak. I had failed miserably if I were trying to show I could hold my own or that I was willing to fight for my life. 

The female approached me with a palm held out and slow steps that were unnatural for her height, as though she were intentionally trying to appear as less of a threat. While I’m certain I was practically a trembling mess at that point, I couldn’t find the strength to stop it. The female with the long face and striking features gazed at me with those bright blue eyes that seemed to see straight through me. 

My shoulders slumped, and almost subconsciously, I decided that if this being attacked me, I wouldn’t resist. 

I was dead, anyway.  

“We are not going to hurt you.” The voice was deep and soothing and distinctly female. I nodded slowly as her eyes glanced up and down my body. 

“Where am I?”

“Lucidis.” She frowned at me, and her facial features became familiar with every expression. The knot between her brows made her less intimidating, more relatable, more… human. 

Almost. 

I needed anything to cling to, and the flicker of fight within me flared. I wanted to live.  

“Who are you?” she asked. 

I returned her gaze, feeling insignificant next to her almost seven-foot frame. “Ana. Anahera.”

A look of understanding passed across her features, and it was my turn to frown. Did she know me? Did she know why and how I was here? I needed answers. 

I pressed a hand to my chest. “Do you know me?” Taking a bold step forward, the female didn’t retreat and watched me curiously. “You do, don’t you?”

“You are the one who was with Cael,” she said, but she was holding something back.

“Cael? Is he here?” I looked around as if he was going to materialize next to me. She shook her head and continued to watch me as though I were a curiosity to behold. 

“You’re the half-human, half-Guardian.”

“Yes.” But she didn’t tell me how she knew or what was on her mind, and frustration began its slow claw at my skin. “Is Cael coming here? I need to see him.”

“Cael has work to do on Earth. There was a considerable disruption to the Balance, and he needs to right it.” 

“Send me back. I can help.” I didn’t know how, but I would rather be there helping Cael than here with these strange beings who kept staring at me. 

“That is not possible. You will be a distraction to him. He has work to do.” 

“Who are you?” I demanded, trying to keep my frustration down but failing. I didn’t want to be given information in dribs and drabs. I wanted to know what was going on, and I wanted to know now. 

And I wanted Cael. 

“I am Monia…” When I continued to stare at her, my frustration ebbing away and being replaced with fear and confusion, Monia added, “I am Cael’s mother.”

I gasped, my face crumpled, and the tears came through no matter how hard I tried to keep them at bay. I wanted to say something meaningful and ask so many questions, but they all choked up in my throat. Instead, it took all my willpower not to break down and sob, a thread I was barely holding on to. 

I was alive and in Lucidis. I was in Cael’s home, which meant he would return at some point. 

I was alive. 

But while I was safe, I was far from calm. I opened and closed my fists a few times, my palms sweaty despite the cool breeze that brushed my sensitive skin. I needed someone to hold me, to calm my nerves, and to tell me everything would be okay. There was only one person I needed at that moment. 

“When will Cael be home?”

“He has work to do on Earth to restore the Balance,” she repeated without enlightening me further. Monia held out her hand. “Come.” Monia froze and stared hard at me as I took her hand, her gaze moving swiftly up and down my body before settling on my widened eyes. Something passed between us, and a warmth that felt like pure power swept my being on a level that couldn’t be seen or touched. “You are with child.”

The tears came through, thick and fast, tears I was still trying so hard to hold back. 

Nathaniel’s words echoed in my mind as my memory crawled with the sensation of his hands on my stomach, his fingers twitching in glee as he asked, “Do you know?”

Is that what he meant? A baby? 

“What?” There was too much to take in at once. I trembled, and Monia gripped my hand lightly, steadying me when I felt my legs would give way underneath me. 

Monia touched her fingertips gently to my stomach, her touch fading away the memory of Nathaniel’s assault. “You are with child,” Monia repeated, looking at me with her large blue eyes that seemed almost sad. “You are so young yourself. Not even in your third decade.”

“That’s not possible.”

Monia frowned as if she didn’t understand my denial, so she repeated her statement a third time. 

I cupped my hand over my stomach and focused all my attention there. When I felt a slight pulse in response, I jumped and snapped my eyes up to Monia’s. 

“What do I do? I need Kyle.” I shook my head and corrected, “I need Cael.”

“He is the father.” It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway. Monia ran her thumb over the back of my hand, and I watched as my scales flattened, and I felt calmer. The quills on my shoulders and back relaxed against my skin as they responded to the calming touch and comforting presence of a mother figure I had missed so much. “We will look after you. You are safe, be calm. Please, come.”

After the first step, which seemed to take forever, I walked with Monia back toward the others. The two male Guardians stepped back as I approached, as though I were somehow contaminated. Was it me they hated because I was a half-breed? Or my child? Ducking my head down, I cupped my hand over my stomach again, protecting the light that would turn into my child soon. Monia shot her companions a warning look, and they fell into step behind us.








  
  

Chapter Three 


Ana





The first few months in Lucidis passed in a blur, and I didn’t understand why Cael didn’t come for me. Monia tried to explain, but her reasons were rooted in a logic I couldn’t grasp. She hadn’t told him that I was alive and here. Surely, he’d prefer to know I was okay? As I could neither create nor pass through a Gateway myself to see him, I asked Monia why someone couldn’t simply tell him of my presence here. But no, the work to restore the Balance was more important than Cael and I, as individuals, and our  personal plight, as it was put to me. I desperately wanted to try to contact him, and at night, when I was lying in bed, I would think of his name, think of his face, and picture him touching me as hard as I could, hoping he would pick up on it with those Guardian senses of his. I got no response or flicker of a feeling that told me he was also thinking of me.  

I did my best to understand. Since this place was to be my new home, I at least tried to fit in, which is more than I tried to do on Earth. But it wasn't easy. I was used to forging my path and forcing the world to fit around me, and if it didn’t, I’d move forward anyway. But here, I was alone, and everything was strange and new. I might as well have been on another planet. I knew that Earth existed through a thin veil that separated the realms, and with the right powers and teachings, I could reach through and touch Cael. But I did not have the skills to do it, and Cael still thought I was dead. It broke my heart to think about it, so I tried to focus on literally anything else.  

Unfortunately, the Guardians weren’t much for talking, which usually would’ve suited me, but I had so many questions that went unanswered. I didn’t want to continuously bother the few Guardians who spoke to me freely lest I wear out my welcome. 

I got the impression there were complications due to my mixed heritage. I overheard a conversation between Cael’s mother, Monia, and some old dude who I assumed was an Elder, some of the Elders apparently made it clear I could be of no use at all. I couldn’t help maintain the Balance, so I was an accessory, an being out of place—a mere human in a world where my species was considered inferior than Guardians. 

They also said I’d never be able to produce a Gateway, and that was like waving a red flag at a bull. Thoughts of how I could achieve it consumed me whenever I wasn’t thinking about Cael, which wasn’t very often. 

If they would allow me the time and maybe help me, rather than brushing me off, I could be taught. Surely the only reason I couldn’t master the skills of influencing and creating Portholes and Gateways was because I’d spent my life as a human on Earth. The Guardians weren’t born with the knowledge of creating Gateways and influences, but with the power that could be molded through education. It made sense, and I tried to reason with the Elders. Still, the rare times they allowed me to speak to them directly—usually when I caught them in passing through the community, they certainly wouldn’t grant me counsel—they again told me to await Cael’s return. The two of us could figure out my place in the community together. 

I wasn’t worth the Elder’s time.

If every community were like this one, they would all consist of a few hundred Guardians spread out over a large area, coming together only in the evenings to feast and share news of the state of the Balance. They came together to court, and I’d sit by the fires and watch them pair up, usually right before they slept. That part seemed the most human of the behaviors I’d witnessed. One Guardian would approach another, regardless of gender, and attempt to court them. Granted, the courting consisted of openly asking Do you want to have sex with me. But to a certain point, I could relate to it, and I was searching for anything familiar to keep me sane. I wanted Cael to be here, to remind me that I wasn’t crazy, that all of this was really happening, and that the man who had become my rock was real and with me. But even when I asked Monia about him, she would brush off my concerns. She may have done it more gently and with something closer to a mother’s care, but it still dismissed my concerns. 

So, I waited. 

And I watched. Despite my confusion and constantly feeling out of place, the Guardians were fascinating. It did somewhat churn my stomach to realize that we humans lived our entire lives with another species, unearthly beings watching us from another realm and influencing us. But there wasn’t anything lurid about it. It was their duty. 

Monia explained that each community responded to changes in the Balance felt within its immediate local area. However, from what I understood, they could reach out across great distances with the Gateways, focusing on a feeling or energy rather than a geographical location. The only reason they kept it localized was so they didn’t get overwhelmed by the energies from the humans.  

There must be hundreds of thousands of communities across Lucidis and Tenebris, each doing their part. A month after I arrived, several Guardians departed the community with unceremonious goodbyes to their companions. Monia said they occasionally moved between communities to avoid inbreeding. 

“Wait,” I said, waving my hand at the retreating backs of the Guardians. “How was it decided who was to leave? Is it just a random draw? Do they make the choice themselves? Didn’t they miss their families?” On the occasions when I got to ask questions, it was difficult not to let them all spill out in a verbal vomit. There were too many things I wanted to know, so any question would come out in a rushed jumble as I tried to ask several things at once. 

Monia looked confused when I asked about missing their families, and I dropped my hands to my sides. “Don’t you miss Cael?”

“He is my son,” she answered. 

I shook my head. It didn’t answer my question, but I don’t think she understood. 

I left my questioning there, but I still wanted to know if there was communication between the communities or if they kept to themselves. Do the new Guardians rock up and say Hey, I’m a part of your community now? 

More questions I’d add to the list of things to ask Cael when he returns. A pen and some paper would be a blessing at this point. I had a literal list of things to ask. It wasn’t so much that the other Guardians were cruel, but I constantly felt like an imposition. Absentmindedly, I’d rub my stomach and stare out over the community, watching everyone go about their business. I never thought I’d be pining for a place in a community. 

I hoped my child didn’t feel as much of an outcast as I did. 

Occasionally, when I couldn’t take being alone anymore, an issue I never thought I’d have, I’d sit with some of the Guardians while they monitored the Balance and disturbances. Although I couldn’t—yet, I was determined one day I would be able to—see what they could, I could feel the energy transfer as it passed through the air, across the realms, from Earth to Lucidis. Sometimes, I swore I felt the essence of the Earth around me, as if I could almost hear the traffic and the birdlife and feel the thickness of the city air.

Perhaps I was hoping to have a place in the community so much that I imagined I was home. 

Eventually, I forced my way into a group of younger Guardians, with whom I spent most of my time while waiting for Cael’s return. They were aged between thirty and fifty years old, young by their standards, and this group included Sasha. They were not quite as strict on the old beliefs about humans being only scum on the bottom of their bare feet and were more open to include me. It became easier to ask questions, and they took me at face value. It was oddly reassuring not to have to behave a certain way. Much of what I said and did was considered odd by them, so my jokes, which no one got, weren’t anything out of the ordinary. Strangely, sometimes I felt more understood and accepted by this group of young Guardians than many people on Earth. 

There was much talk among them about Cael and his time on Earth. No Guardian prior had spent that much uninterrupted time away from their realm, I was told, and they were keen to observe its effects on him. At first, I thought they pitied him, and I was ready to grow angry and defend him, but it was nothing more than a static curiosity. 

And a hint of awe. 

What took the longest to get used to was my appearance. I knew Guardians could shift between their human and Guardian forms, and although I squeezed my eyes shut and gripped my hands into fists, I couldn’t seem to change my skin from blue back to its natural hue. Guardians were always naked and showed no concern. The scales at least gave me some sense of being covered, but I had fewer than the full Guardians. It was like constantly wearing only a see-through, skimpy, scaly bikini. 

When I finally worked up the courage to look at my complete appearance by leaning over the edge of a lake to see my reflection, I wasn’t prepared for the size of my pregnancy bump in relation to my small frame. Delicately, I traced my fingers along the curve of my stomach, stopping where my belly button now pushed outward. The baby kicked, and I flinched, before I smiled and patted my belly.

“Don’t worry, baby,” I whispered to myself. “I’ll find my place here before you’re born. I promise.”  


      [image: image-placeholder]Monia and I sat by the still-warm embers of a previously roaring fire, surrounded by a circle of rocks and sand. I poked the remains of what was our dinner with a stick, now burned beyond recognition, and watched while Monia peeled fruit. 

“Sorry,” I apologized for the fourth time for ruining our dinner. It was challenging to adapt to cooking in Lucidis. I’d never been camping as a child, and had no vegetable garden. Hell, even my cooking skills were limited with all the utensils and appliances in my apartment kitchen. Another reminder that I had no skills to apply here. I wasn’t accustomed to sourcing food from gardens and trees and cooking it over an open flame or buried in the ground with hot stones. Besides, even if I had, the plants here were unfamiliar—large trees that fruited only at certain times of the day, or root plants Guardians dug up with their bare hands and ate raw after rubbing away the rich soil. 

“You do not need to apologize, Anahera.”

“It must be frustrating for you, teaching me like a child.”

Monia looked at me from under her brow, her head tilted slightly to the left. My lips curved. She looked like a curious puppy if it weren’t for the patience of a mother in her eyes. “I do not know why you would think that.”

Of course, she wouldn’t know why I’d think that. “I don’t like being an inconvenience,” I explained.

“You are a misplaced being, finding yourself in a new home. A period of transition is to be expected.”

I huffed out a breath. “Well, it makes sense when you put it like that.”

My emotional responses to situations were out of place here, and I would never have pegged myself as a particularly emotional person. But here, every emotion beyond mild irritation, and I might as well have thrown a full-blown tantrum. Things in Lucidis either were or weren’t, and that was all there was to it. While I’d noticed the younger Guardians tended to react and engage with each other more passionately than the older ones, it wasn’t a human level of emotion. 

And no matter how long I’d been here, it didn’t dull my surprise every time I witnessed actual anger or true happiness, so rare and out of place that it stood out like a beacon and a reminder of Earth.

A hint that maybe deep down, we weren’t so different. 

From my point of view, it seemed the Guardians were almost taking on some human qualities—actually feeling the emotions they were trying so hard to suppress. Perhaps it wasn’t a matter of them not having emotions, but rather a choice not to display or acknowledge them. 

But so many of them still treated humans as inferior and looked down on me. As though they could pick and choose desirable qualities and display only those. But anger wasn’t a desirable quality, and I’d seen that flare in the eyes of some of the Guardians at my sheer presence in their community. 

“I’m not used to this style of cooking. It’s so strange to me that you don’t have electricity or technology,” I said.

“We do not need it.”

“Don’t you have magic or something to make things easier?”

“Magic?” Monia stopped peeling and raised a brow at me. 

“You know… magic.” I wiggled my fingers toward the embers, resisting the urge to mutter some magical words to emphasize my point. “Like a wizard.” Monia’s expression was so reminiscent of Cael’s when I’d first quoted a movie line to him that I laughed. “Never mind.”

Monia finished peeling and handed over a bowl of fruit pieces. “You are so strange.”

“Funny, I was strange on Earth too.”

“Well, then…” Monia said, placing the knife down and picking up her bowl, “… maybe you are the bridge between realms.”








  
  

Chapter Four 


Ana





My pregnancy frightened me, and I feared for my child. I had no idea what to expect.  

Were Guardian pregnancies the same length as humans'? Were the babies the same size? It’s not like I could check myself into a hospital and have a C-section if something went wrong. There’d be no drugs, no nurses. Only the Guardians. Who, while they’d done this before, never with a mixed breed. 

God, I missed Cael. 

I kept telling myself that my mom had gone through this same situation with an unknown outcome, giving birth to me. But I’d learned that the environment impacted the beings within. The fact that I was a half-Guardian was only part of the factor. I was conceived, born, and raised on Earth. My mother was on Earth throughout her pregnancy with Earth’s energies and influences surrounding her. A Guardian on Earth, too long, could lose their powers apparently, so it stood to reason that a part-Guardian would grow up differently in Lucidis than they would on Earth. So, my birth, childhood, and life could be no point of comparison for that of my child.

My child would be three-quarters Guardian, born and raised here. So maybe they would be more Guardian than human. Perhaps the human part would barely be a part at all. 

The thought both comforted and saddened me. 

When I expressed my concerns to Monia, I was told we couldn’t know what would happen. I knew that, but I didn’t want cold facts. I wanted comfort. I wanted someone to tell me that everything would be okay. Monia tried to reassure me and lay her large hand on my shoulder, reminding me I had support. But Monia couldn’t do as humans would and assure me everything would be okay because Guardians didn’t lie.

Still, I waited for Cael.   


      [image: image-placeholder]Sitting across from Sasha and Esco—another female Guardian who had taken the time to welcome me into the community—I rubbed my stomach, now so large I couldn’t see my feet when I stood. I was five days over nine months and constantly on edge. I sought comfort from my unborn child, leaning forward and whispering to them, asking them to tell me they were okay. They’d kick, and I’d sigh, taking that as the comfort I needed.

The baby was a boy. I didn’t know how I knew. I just knew. I felt it. Something about the energy he exuded and how he moved. Something that would have sounded crazy if I tried to explain it back home on Earth, but here, energies were like a language unto themselves. Given how long I’d been in Lucidis, I thought that perhaps my body was leaning further into my Guardian side, and maybe I was picking up on some of these energies, too.

Sasha reached over and rubbed my stomach. “He will be an interesting child.”

I nodded in agreement and didn’t question her choice of pronoun. She felt it, too, then, that he was a boy. That helped me feel a little less crazy. 

“Will he be okay, do you think?” I asked. 

Esco tilted her head. “He is alive. He is okay.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Esco made a noise of acknowledgment, and I didn’t push the matter. I appreciated that Esco tried to connect with me. She was quiet and gentle, and while she frowned a lot when I talked and tried to understand why I would say or think some things, she never criticized me. And like Sasha, she never looked down on me as though I were weak or a lesser being. 

On those rare occasions when I caught a glimpse of the Guardians' more human reactions, such as a smile or even anger, it was enough to keep me going and continue trying to fit in with the community. It was enough for me to have hope that even if my son displayed human qualities, he would be at home here.

“Do you know what his name will be?” Sasha asked. 

I made a non-committal gesture with my shoulder. “I have some ideas.”

“Call him Novus,” Esco said.

“Why?” I asked. She offered the name as if it were the most normal thing in the world or something I should have already considered. 

“That is my father’s name.” Esco’s bright eyes studied me. 

“Why would I name him after your father?”

“It’s a good name.”

I smiled at the simplistic answer. Of course, that’s the reason. Why else, right? “Yes, it is.”

While there were enough Guardians who accepted me for who and what I was, and a greater circle who were fascinated by my existence and impending child and treated me well enough, I still couldn’t wait for the day when Cael returned. I missed him as if I were missing a part of myself. I couldn’t observe Earth as the others could. I’d tried to mimic the creation of a Gateway a few times, sure that I’d seen a flash at one point, but no one believed me. They told me to wait, always to wait for Cael’s return. He’d teach me if I could be taught and help determine my place in the community. 

At least I could work in the gardens now, Monia had shown me what to do, and it was nice to have something to do. 

Cael had been gone so long, and as much as the thought filled me with dread until I felt as though I couldn’t breathe, sometimes I thought maybe he had been killed. What if Nathaniel had returned somehow and executed Cael as revenge? Monia assured me he was okay, and I guessed she must be checking up on him somehow, but I wouldn’t feel whole again until he was here with me, until I saw him with my own eyes and held him again. 

I’d hoped he’d be present for the birth of our child, but the reality that it might not happen haunted me with every hour that dragged on. It was an ever-present thought I didn’t even try to express to the Guardians since they wouldn’t understand my need to have him close for the birth anyway. 

Surely, I was close to the end of this pregnancy soon, which was frightening enough, but more so was the prospect of doing it without Cael.  


      [image: image-placeholder]Several community members were gathered around a Porthole—a partially formed Gateway not used for transport and created only for viewing and, when required, influencing. They milled around, muttering about increased disturbances to the Balance across the country. 

I hovered around the edge of the group, wanting to ask questions, but instead watched and listened, hoping to learn. 

The disturbances were spread out over vast distances, each on its own would certainly draw the Guardians’ attention, but not necessarily the level of reaction that passed through the community now. 

Something was happening, something bigger than they were telling me.

Although many things happened that they didn’t tell me. 

So, I listened. 

“These disturbances, while physically far apart, all follow a similar pattern. A single act creating a ripple of grief and pain.” 

“So many in such a short time?” 

“Unusual.”

“Should we involve the Elders?”

“It is too soon to conclude anything. We will deal with this.”

“How many are dead?” A Guardian, I didn’t know the name of, asked no one in particular as he entered the area where everyone was gathered. 

“Fifty-seven and counting,” Sasha answered without moving her eyes from the Porthole. I couldn’t see what they could—the air shimmered, and the Porthole’s energy made my fingers tingle, but that was all. The Guardians were working, and I didn’t want to interrupt.   

“The number of dead is irrelevant…” Ferox chimed in, “… only the subsequent effect.”

“I’m not a fool, Ferox.” Sasha’s lips pressed together as though she were barely containing her anger. “But the number of dead is relevant as it affects the number of grieving.”

“You only say that because you have a weakness for the humans.”

“I say that because we need to know how to deal with this.”

“There are other Lucidian communities closer to the area,” Ferox said. His voice carried a dismissive tone as he grew tired of the conversation. “Let them deal with it.”

“But haven’t you noticed a pattern? Doesn’t it seem that Tenebrians are more active?”

He waved a hand at her, brushing away her words. “They are always active. As with much else, it has always been the way. They will never stop, and neither will we.”

“I know, but—”

“Stop arguing with me.”

“You’re overlooking the issue here!”

Ferox scoffed at her outburst and turned away. Sasha straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin slightly, wiping her face of expression as Ferox continued, “If there were a bigger problem, the Elders would tell us.” He left it at that while Sasha’s hands curled into fists. I couldn’t stop my eyebrows from raising. She was trying to calm herself internally, having been denied the opportunity to speak her mind. I knew it. I could feel how she felt as clearly as if the feeling had been my own. The revelation excited me, but I said nothing. There were a few moments of silence as everyone continued to watch the event unfold through the Porthole, and I desperately wanted to know what had happened. 

Coming up behind Sasha, I stood next to her. Her pupils darted about as she took in the scene before her. 

“Am I failing?” she whispered. I didn’t know if Sasha was talking to me, so I said nothing. Sasha shook her head. “If a Tenebrian caused such large-scale pain and death, then have we failed in our duty to protect the humans? Should we have seen this coming?” Her voice dropped again until I could barely hear her. “I can’t believe the Elders would not be in control. Maybe Ferox is right. Maybe I care too much. I should only care about the Balance.”

She trailed off and said nothing further, lifting her hands to help push positive energies through the Porthole with the other Guardians, trying to even out against the fear and grief of whatever had happened. 

I had to know. “What’s going on?”

“Ana.” Sasha turned to me as if seeing me for the first time. “You shouldn’t be here.”

I’d seen the Guardians agitated before, but not like this. Looking around at the group gathered, their nervous energy pulsated around them. “Tell me what’s happening. Is Cael okay?”

“Cael is fine. There’s been an accident on Earth, far away from him.”

“Accident?”

“A thirty-two-car pile-up on a major highway.”

I looked over Sasha’s shoulder to where the Guardians still watched. “I can’t see anything.”

“I don’t want you to see it.”

I couldn’t help it. I started to tear up, cursing at my hormones and emotions as I swiped the tears away angrily. I wanted to help, and this was a duty to them. The Guardians weren’t getting upset. They were doing their jobs—the death and destruction in front of them didn’t change their expressions. With every tear I shed, I highlighted myself as an outsider. 

“Did the Tenebrians do this?”

Sasha placed a hand on my belly, her voice soothing. She showed none of the emotion that welled within me, although her eyes betrayed her. “Please, stay calm for the child.”

I rubbed my stomach subconsciously. “I’m scared.”

I didn’t even know what I was referring to. Was I scared of the Tenebrians, the chaos on Earth, for my son, or all of it? Sasha’s expression tightened when she sensed my uncertainty, and her first instinct as Guardian was to calm me. Her hand grew warm against me as she forced energies into my being to soothe me. 

I grabbed Sasha’s hand and shoved it away from my stomach, ignoring the stab of a cramp that gripped my abdomen. 

“Stop. No influences.” I glanced over Sasha’s shoulder again. “Your energy is needed elsewhere.”
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