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      Dear Reader,

      This is the very first series I wrote. Full of magic and romance, the Storm Lords mix danger and adventure. But as times have changed, my skill with words has gotten better, and I knew this series would be the perfect fit for an extensive revision.

      The  Storm Lords are now in first person point-of-view and part of my Between the Shadows world. It’s been so much fun to revisit such bold characters. I hope you enjoy Darius and Samantha’s story!

      
        
        Happy Reading!

        Marie
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        Tanselm, a pocket dimension out of the Fae Realm

      

      

      The day Queen Ravyn gave birth, the land of Tanselm rejoiced. The Light of the Storm Lords would continue, a swell of power to protect Tanselm from a growing evil that continued to rot much of the land beyond their borders.

      King Faustus had the power of the wind, and his brothers each controlled a different element. His new sons would be the same, claiming the power of either wind, fire, water, or earth.

      Faustus and his brothers, the other three Storm Lords, loved one another and all their people. A family in harmony with nature and each other. The people knew this simple truth and were glad.

      On this fine day, while the suns rose high over fertile fields and lush, forested mountains, they celebrated, content the magic of their peace and prosperity would continue under the eyes of new princes of power. The borders would grow strong again, and their protection from the rest of the fae and dark worlds would flourish.

      Though pleased beyond measure, the king had no intention of letting down his guard.

      Sentries continued to protect those inside the city walls, while soldiers patrolled the grounds around the kingdom, tapering off at each border with the other Storm Lord strongholds.

      “My love, you have made me so very happy.” Faustus kissed his wife, their love a bright beacon that held him steady during the darkest of times.

      She smiled at him, her hair plastered to her sweat-covered face, her expression wan yet joyous. Like Faustus, his queen had a wealth of power inside her. Strong of mind and body, she had worked diligently alongside him to protect their people.

      But this day, she’d gone beyond any hope he might have had, giving birth not to the twins they’d expected, but the Royal Four—quadruplet identical princes brimming with power.

      “I’m so happy. And tired, Faustus.”

      The ladies tending to her side chuckled.

      “Tired, indeed.” The royal midwife clucked. “I don’t need second sight to know these princes will be a handful.” She shot Faustus a look. “A lot like their father, I’ll wager.”

      As one, the babes started squalling, and the room turned hot then cold, windy then rumbling as the rock around them shook.

      Faustus blinked at the babies lying all together in their massive bassinet. “That wasn’t me.”

      “It wasn’t me either,” Ravyn said, a twinkle in her eyes before she gave a large yawn. “We’re going to have a lot of work ahead of us, Faustus.”

      “Aye, and I can’t wait.” He felt tears slip down his cheeks as he stared at his amazing wife. He leaned down to kiss her, then turned to his sons. All healthy, now quiet, and so incredibly beautiful. He wanted to hold them tight, to kiss and hug each child and imprint upon them a gift of love that would never fade.

      “Sire, we have trouble.” The deep voice arrived before the sorcerer did, Arim’s tall, graceful figure draped in robes of flowing black, a look of menace on his face. “Netharat have attacked a farm to the south. Our guards have disappeared.” Arim glanced from king to the queen. His eyes narrowed as the children cried once more.

      As he stared down at them, Faustus wondered what he thought. He didn’t have to wait long.

      Arim bowed his head and planted his fist upon his heart. “With my life, I’ll protect them.”

      “I know you will, my friend. Now come, we have evil to dispatch.”

      Arim raised his head and smirked. “‘To dispatch?’ You’ve been reading the old texts again, haven’t you? Trying to sound smarter than you are, hmm?”

      One of the ladies attending the queen gasped, while the other rolled her eyes.

      The midwife huffed. “Off with ye, ye great reprobate. And try bowing before yer lord, our great king. Dunderhead.”

      Arim scowled, but before he could potentially set fire to Old Tilly’s dress, Faustus whipped them both through space and time to the farm under attack, saddened to find such death and destruction on this day that should have been filled with joy.

      Arim didn’t waste time and set to taking out the dark, bent creatures more shadow than man, corrupted by an evil that had been around since before Faustus’s grandfather. The Netharat—a tribe of misshapen creatures who feasted on flesh and souls, leeching onto despair even as they blighted everything they touched.

      The king and sorcerer would have to burn the farm once they took care of the creatures. Wraiths, kobolds, and phantoms mixed with tainted shifters. Only the pure light of the elements could contain them.

      Alongside Arim, Faustus called upon the powers given to him at birth. Strengthened by the love for his queen and his newly born sons, he destroyed the evil bent on warping his world. He and Arim laid the dead to rest then set fire to the farm and everything in it, frustrated by the senseless loss.

      “I’ll finish,” Arim said. “Go back to your queen, my king. And protect the hope that is all that stands between us and the evil that comes.”

      Faustus left the sorcerer and so much death behind, focused on a future he refused to let fall into the malevolent hands of an uncaring fate.

      But something inside him said to be cautious, because the darkness that gathered would continue to grow until it unleashed the building storm.
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      High atop the battlements of the castle, Tanselm’s legendary royal sorcerer stood, an intimidating defense against the invading army. Alongside Arim, dozens of our best mages and archers rained spells and arrows upon our enemy, and the battle din grew like thunder over our kingdom.

      Normally safe from attack within the enchanted castle, Arim had to suddenly duck to avoid a bolt of flaming heat that nearly seared his face off.

      I didn’t have time to apologize for the stray blast, too busy forcing a fiery storm of destruction upon the encroaching Netharat, our hated enemy and a scourge upon our lands. As one of the Royal Four, I had a duty to my people and to our world. Letting this evil get the best of us would never be an option.

      A haze of heat surrounded me as I leaned over the stone wall. I narrowed my eyes at the enemy and with outstretched hands summoned my internal fire, directing its path of destruction through flaming fingertips over a large distance. The surge drew upon my stamina, but the tingle of heat as I set fire to those who would do us harm recharged me, and I let the sear of victory take over.

      A glance to my side showed Arim focused on the enemy below, where I noticed the Netharat at the castle gate suddenly turn to bodies of solid rock that crumbled to pieces as a swift wind carried them into the moat.

      We princes had power, but no one had more than the Royal Sorcerer, not even my parents—well, just my mother now.

      I had to blink back tears at thoughts of my recently deceased father. No point, or time, to dwell on my grief.

      Arim’s eyes turned a deep black, signifying a great use of power. I felt the hum of our defenses returning, putting the castle back under the great sorcerer’s protection. He was breathing hard as he said, “The shields will hold. Go and gather your brothers in my chamber.”

      “You need my help. I’ve got this.” The urge to hurt those who’d hurt us grew, the burn of vengeance growing in my chest.

      “Now, Darius.”

      I wanted to argue, but the fury darkening Arim’s eyes told me now wasn’t the time to push. Though it grated me to withdraw, I left Arim and the other spellcasters to fetch my brothers.

      I found Marcus, Cadmus, and Aerolus staking the eastern turret, raining deluges of water, rippling shocks of rock, and powerful blasts of wind upon the enemy steadily approaching the castle’s defensive perimeter. Muttered spells and intent stares, stabbing hands and sweeping arms commanded the elements to do my brothers’ bidding. I watched them battle, impressed despite my familiarity with such sights. But Arim’s orders were not to be ignored.

      “Cease your attacks and come with me,” I called to my brothers after torching one wraith bent on bridging the now frozen moat surrounding the castle. The creature shrieked and flailed, trying to douse my flames, to no avail.

      Since my siblings made no move to join me, I said with some heat, “Arim ordered us to his chamber.”

      “But—” Cadmus tried to protest.

      “No buts.” I looked out over the castle wall and cursed as I spotted the dimensional gateway through which the enemy had entered. Far in the distance, the gateway looked like a molten pool of fire against the pale blue sky. Unfortunately, cascading down from that pool onto the ground came another wave of Netharat, a foul river of corruption staining the very land they touched.

      “We have to go,” Aerolus agreed, his voice calm in contrast to the chaos surrounding us.

      As one, we raced through the castle to Arim’s chamber deep in the heart of our home. The moment we approached the hardy oak door, it swung open, allowing us entry into a room teeming with magic.

      Like the steady droning of bees, a subtle hum vibrated within the stone walls, making the air crackle with energy. A narrow bed lay along one wall while a nearby desk filled with parchment and quills graced the adjoining wall. Tables and flat workstations filled the rest of the spacious room. On every surface except the bed lay glass pitchers and clay bowls filled with the sorcerer’s spell castings.

      “It took you long enough.” I jumped as my mother closed the door with a wave of her hand, stepping out from its shadow. She narrowed her eyes, lingering on Cadmus. “When Arim gives an order, you obey.”

      Tall and stately, with the catlike eyes and dark black hair she’d passed to us all, my mother watched her Royal Four like a bird of prey about to swoop. Her understated power seemed to thrive in Arim’s chamber, her cheeks flushed and her eyes blazing as she studied us. I didn’t think I’d ever felt so much power from her in my life.

      “Mother.” My body was taut with the effort to contain the powerful force seething around me, and I noticed my brothers looking equally uneasy. “Shouldn’t you be in your tower under guard?”

      She scoffed and motioned us to move deeper into the room. “You do take after your father, don’t you?” She smiled sadly, a grim reminder of Father’s recent passing. “I am just as strong as Faustus was, Darius. I may not command the winds, but there’s more to my strength than elemental magic.” Her eyes narrowed. “And not one word about my frail state of mind. I just lost my husband, but I’m not an invalid. I’ve power enough to stop these invaders from taking my crown.”

      I blinked at the reprimand and glanced at my brothers to see what they made of the “gentle” queen and saw them equally confused. Indeed, Mother certainly appeared more warrior than royal lady. Her green eyes were lit with an inner fierceness, her stance both battle-ready and aggressive.

      Gone were her royal robes of blue. No seal of power draped around her throat. She wore a long-sleeved red tunic and black trousers, very similar to the garb Arim had been wearing.

      As if my thoughts conjured the sorcerer, Arim suddenly appeared in a corner of the room, bringing a rush of energy into the already saturated area. “Quickly, we have little time.”

      “Time for what?” Marcus asked, looking as irritated as I felt.

      Mother frowned, but Arim shook his head. “No, Ravyn, they need to know before it’s too late.”

      The four of us stared in surprise. Never had Arim spoken so informally with our mother. Always before it had been “Queen Ravyn” or “Honorable Lady.”

      Arim’s gaze burned into us as he stared from one prince to the next. “The Netharat attack this day with one purpose and one purpose only—to kill the Royal Four and destroy the royal line.”

      “All the more reason to meet them in opposition. The Storm Lords do not bow to anyone,” I said, sure of my brothers’ support. That anyone could think to destroy the peace and beauty of our land… The familiar rage built, and heat festered inside me, begging for release.

      “No,” my mother interjected. “We cannot risk you four now.” She glanced at Arim before continuing, her face pale. “Word arrived this morning that’s changed everything. The other kingdoms have weakened.”

      “What do you mean?” Marcus asked, his clear blue eyes clouding with suspicion.

      “Before the sunrise this morning, your uncles passed into the Light, along with your aunts and cousins.” Mother’s eyes shone with unshed tears. “We are all that remain of the Storm Lords.”

      I stared at her in shock. Tanselm had always been protected by the Tetrarch—four identical brothers of royal blood. For one thousand years, peace and tranquility reigned over a prosperous land filled with precious life-giving soil and ever-spawning wildlife. That now evil should retake what the original Storm Lords had once fought so hard to obtain was unthinkable.

      As my home, the western territory, was under attack, the other three territories lay even more vulnerable to a Netharat onslaught. It just didn’t seem possible that the power of the Storm Lords could have let such a thing happen.

      “It’s true,” Arim stated, his voice full of authority. He gazed at each of us. “Your father was poisoned, like the other monarchs, by an evil the Djinn concocted. If we don’t get you four out of here, you’ll be next, killing the rest of us as surely as we stand here talking.”

      Cadmus ran a hand through his thick, black hair. “The shields would never let the Djinn enter Tanselm.”

      “I didn’t say the Djinn entered our world, only that they’re in league with the Netharat.”

      “But they ally with no one. They never have,” Marcus protested.

      “Until now.” Arim spoke with confidence, his eyes grim, the inky-black irises swallowed by a fierce, red anger. “I don’t know how Sin Garu is doing it, but he’s amassed the Netharat and the Djinn to do his bidding. He’s penetrated our shields just enough to allow his wraiths to create a dimension portal and killed not one but all of the Tetrarch. If not for you four and your mother, Tanselm’s shields would have completely fallen by now.”

      “And you, Arim,” Ravyn said softly. “Your power is perhaps the strongest of us.”

      I stared suspiciously from my mother to the sorcerer. Her tone was unnervingly loving.

      She smiled and placed a hand on Arim’s arm, earning an unwilling growl from me and a glare from Marcus and Cadmus. Aerolus, as usual, remained composed.

      But what she said next stunned us all. She stared into Arim’s face. “My brother forgets himself.”

      My jaw dropped, and I had to force myself to blink, then turned to see if my brothers had heard what I had. They too looked shocked, even Aerolus.

      “Your brother? You said you had no family save Father and us. By the Light’s Form, what’s going on?” Confusion turned my frustration into anger, and I had to fight to keep from breaking something. I had a temper, and these revelations were only adding to it.

      “I’m sorry, Darius, but I’m trying to tell you what I can in the brief time we have left.” My mother walked to me and reached up to stroke my cheek. “Because of the real possibility you and your brothers might die if you stay here, you have to leave Tanselm. At least if something happens to me or Arim, you four hold the power necessary to save our land.”

      “But only if you succeed in the task ahead,” Arim added.

      I stared at the sorcerer, unable to resist comparing the large man to Mother. Both possessed dark hair and golden skin, not uncommon throughout the kingdom. But upon closer scrutiny, I noted the same high cheekbones, the same strong, piercing stare from upturned eyes, and a stubborn chin—facial similarities that until now I’d never noticed. Probably because Arim rarely let us see him so directly, always at a distance from everyone but my parents.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell all of you sooner,” Mother said, nodding toward Arim. “But my past is complicated, and I always thought there’d be more time. You four must go and find the future.”

      “The future?” Cadmus asked, incredulous, his eyes passing from our mother to Arim in alarm. “There may be no Tanselm if the enemy defeats us today. How can you ask us to leave in this time of crisis? To desert our people and you?”

      “She isn’t asking you,” Arim said in a forbidding tone. “She’s telling you to go. Your mother and I have foreseen the need for this passage for quite some time. We know you better than you know yourselves.”

      I frowned. “Foreseen the need? You knew the Netharat would come.” Arim didn’t respond. “You’re sending us to another world to find a weapon aren’t you?” Arim was a commanding sorcerer, never cowardly or without a plan. “Something powerful, no doubt.”

      Cadmus shook his head. “We have plenty of magic here in Tanselm. Why should we leave it for another world? One that might not be open. Sin Garu has blocked all other passages to energized planes.”

      “He does not know of this world’s existence.” Arim glanced at his sister—I still couldn’t understand how I hadn’t seen the resemblance before this. “Thanks to your mother’s keen spellcasting, we have a chance. The importance of this plane cannot be denied. It is there you’ll find the key to Tanselm’s future.”

      “What is it then?” I asked, tired of the secrets. “This isn’t the time for cryptic riddles, Uncle.” Arim’s expression grew darker, but I blundered on, uncaring. “Tell us what to seek and we shall find it.”

      “Power,” my mother answered succinctly, her lips pursed. “Had you four listened to me years ago, you might already have averted this near-catastrophe.”

      “Or suffered the same fate as the slain in the other kingdoms.” Arim turned and muttered under his breath as he scattered dark ash on the floor.

      “Perhaps,” she agreed, sounding tired. “But all the same, we are running out of time. You four must find your affai, and quickly.”

      “Our affai?” Marcus blinked, his shock mirroring my own. “You want us to seek brides? Now?”

      At least I wasn’t the only one having a hard time believing any of this. The kingdom was in danger of falling, our people perilously close to annihilation, and Arim and my mother wanted us to find our brides?

      “With the four corners of Tanselm empty, each of you will need to fill the void left behind by your uncles and father.” Arim crossed his muscular arms over his chest, his stance unmoving. He seemed ageless, his eyes bright and his skin translucent amidst the magical lights flickering in the room. “Your father and your mother were blessed with four identical sons, mirror images of the power and grace of the Storm Lords.

      “Now each of you must find a bride, a woman of courage and faith, a woman able to face the challenges Tanselm presents. One of you will father four identical sons to continue the future of our people. Unless you find your affai, life in Tanselm as we know it will end.”

      I swore, alarmed at their weak plan. “We can’t find heart mates in another plane, Arim. What promise do we have that this other realm possesses the magic we need? No, we need to stay and find a bride from one of our own, to ensure the continued line of strength for the Storm Lords.”

      My brothers nodded, all but Aerolus, who stood still, watching everyone carefully.

      Mother’s eyes burned, both with tears and anger. “Then you should have found a bride here years ago, when The Season was ripe. But no. All four of you avoided betrothal like the plague.” She laughed bitterly. “And now a plague infests our world. The time has come. I know the possibilities that await you in this foreign world.”

      Her eyes glowed, a not-so-subtle reminder that Queen Ravyn had power in her own right. “Your affai await you. But there is more to your search than finding the one to birth the Royal Four. Each of you needs the strength and power that only your affai can give you. Only with their aid can we rebuild a land strong enough to withstand the evil that constantly threatens.”

      “Then give us a Knowing Crystal,” Aerolus said, surprising me that he would agree to leave Tanselm in such crisis. Though the quietest of us all, he could be ferocious in a fight.

      “They have all been destroyed.” Arim looked grim. “You will have to rely on your judgement, on your hearts. Love abounds everywhere and is in the least likely places.” His expression took on a strange cast, one I found curiously regretful. “I have faith you will find those you need to aid us in this cause. And there you will also find that the blood of your mother runs strong in you.”

      He stared at all four of us, lingering on me last. “You must not fail us.” He began chanting, and the ash on the floor spread into a dark void, staining the area beneath our feet.

      “Wait!” Events were unfolding far too quickly to suit me. I needed time to absorb what I’d been told, time to understand. My temper soared when I realized Arim continued to cast the spell, ignoring me. “Damn it, sorcerer! I can’t leave with the Netharat breathing down our necks. At least give us time to throw them back through the gateway.”

      “I agree,” Marcus said.

      “Me too,” Cadmus added.

      Aerolus said nothing, merely stared at Arim.

      In the midst of our rebellion, Mother smiled, a mysterious grin that made her look years younger. She lifted her hands and bolts of lightning crackled from her fingertips, a sight I’d never before seen from the gentle Queen of the West. “I will miss you all. Remember to look deep within yourselves to find your inner powers, beyond that which you think you know. And bring back our salvation.”

      She smiled through tears and pressed her hands to her heart. “My love is with you. Don’t let us down. Find your affai.”

      “No.” I turned to leave, shooting a firebolt at the oak door barring our exit. Rage suffused me, that I would be denied the opportunity to avenge Father and our family. I literally saw red. “I’m not going⁠—”

      The world faded to black.

      When I next opened my eyes, I found myself staring at a strange sky overlooking a world not my own.

      The sky was still blue, the trees still green, yet everything felt flat, lacking the spark of magic that made Tanselm so rich. My senses felt dampened. The colors weren’t as bright, the smell of life muted, as if filtered by the heavy air around us.

      A low growl broke my study, and I scowled at the dangerous beasts approaching. Canine, I thought as I rolled to my feet and reached for the dagger I always kept at my side. Somewhat smaller than those at home, yet just as deadly in a pack, these beasts eyed us like prey.

      With any luck, we hadn’t stumbled upon shifters or lycans, because I was out of silver.

      But as one creature in particular leaned closer to bare its teeth, I wondered if we would have been safer in Tanselm fighting the Netharat.
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      I shifted a hunk of drenched hair out of my eyes and sneezed. I hadn’t been back through Seattle in months and now thought I should have postponed this trip until the weather warmed.

      February usually brought snow, but on this unfortunate Thursday night—technically way early Friday morning—the weather reporter had correctly predicted freezing rain. Too bad I hadn’t unpacked my heavy winter coat or even an umbrella.

      Shivering in a thin leather jacket, not in the least waterproofed, I sighed and stared at the blazing neon sign of Seattle’s newest nightspot, Outpour.

      “Catchy title,” I murmured and banged on the front door. Checking my phone just as it died, I noted the hour had passed closing time, almost two a.m.

      Damn, I’d wanted to see the club in full swing, but my flight had landed later than expected. There’d been that haggling over the location of my luggage, and then the rental car agency had lost my reservation and I’d had to fight for their very last car, a compact beer can on wheels. Well, I was here now. Maybe I could plan a workup of what the club was like after hours and get a fresh feel for the place without bodies before I started the improvement assessment for Jerry.

      A rivulet of water managed to sneak under the collar of my jacket, sending a frisson of cold down my spine.

      Yeah, this weather sucked.

      I knocked harder. Surely the staff remained behind to clean up. I thought I heard music. After standing another minute in slushy rain, I pushed on the door, surprised when it opened.

      Once inside, I felt instantly warmer and wandered down a darkened hall to the low hum of music and the dim glow of lights.

      Stripping out of my sodden jacket, I carried it to the nearest bar, looking for a hint of anyone present.

      “Hello?”

      My only answer was the muted thrum of house music pulsing through surround sound speakers. Someone had been cleaning, I noted, seeing the massive trash bins staged at various points in the overlarge room. The smell of stale beer lingered in the air, mixed with a hint of citrus cleanser that made the stench almost pleasant.

      Chrome tables and matching chairs with neon colored cushions littered the main floor that surrounded the dance area. Throughout the room, several higher platforms housed booths and tables, likely designed to hint at exclusivity.

      I spied a second bar across the room, gathered my jacket, and approached, looking around for someone to talk to. This area appeared recently cleaned, the countertops shining and devoid of debris. Leaving my sopping jacket and satchel on a barstool obscured by the counter, I kept looking around.

      Someone had to still be here. I wandered around looking for signs of life and noticed a door reading Employees Only cracked open. Much as I longed to go to the hotel and deal with this later, I needed to find out who had left the doors unlocked and the floor untended.

      I entered cautiously, feeling like the dim-witted victim in a horror movie who searches an abandoned warehouse only to find death in the arms of a deranged serial killer. I despised those films for portraying the victims as so hopelessly stupid. But as I descended step after step, I wondered at my own intelligence.
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