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      Mila

      XOX
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      The spell that bound her fate to their realm has unleashed its crippling curse. She’s the only thing standing between them and total destruction...

      I can’t control my powers or the brooding princes who won’t let me out of their sight. And I can’t keep my secrets safe for long. Which scares me as much as the dark pasts haunting my warrior princes. 

      I shouldn’t want them by my side, but I do. I need them, especially here among the fae court, a dangerous place with even more enemies hiding in plain sight...and among them, I fear my own parents stand waiting to end my life. 

      Not that any of that will matter if I can’t get my powers under control. 

      They’ve already cost me so much and put us all in great danger. With time running out to save one of my own from becoming a cursed creature, I’ll have to rely on my erratic powers and my bond with the princes to let us live to fight another day.

      But with every win, another shadow befalls us. Our odds of coming out of this alive grow less by the day. And less with each step we take toward learning the truth behind this insidious curse and what fate awaits me when it’s finally over...

      Scorching book 3 in the ‘WINTER'S THORN’ saga.
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        There’s a legend that says when fated souls meet, the Universe will move the stars themselves to ensure their love endures.
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          Deimos

        

      

    

    
      My lips whisper over the tender curve of Guendolyn’s neck, and I kiss down to her collarbone. She pushes my head down to her full breasts. Her nipples easily respond, pressing erect against the fabric of her blue dress. I cup one in my mouth with the cloth between us.

      Her breaths rush as she moans, and her arms wrap around my shoulders, fingers digging into flesh. I have her pinned to the wall, those delicious legs around my hips, and her blue dress pushed up to her waist. My fingers stroke those beautifully swollen lips between her thighs. She’s so fucking wet. So stunning and exactly where I want her to be.

      I lift my head and capture her lips again. Her scent paralyzes me, the taste of her mouth rousing an intense raw hunger within me. She kisses me with a brutal desire, and I dart my tongue inside. My cock punches in my pants as I return the chaotic kiss. My finger swirls around her bud, then flicks her clit.

      I need so much more of her. I need it all, over and over.

      She hisses out a breath against my mouth. At the same time, her hand dips down between us, and she strokes my erection through my pants, moving up and down. The friction drives me absolutely insane. I push my cock against her hand, letting her feel how hard I am, how fucking much I want her right here, right now.

      I press one finger into her, then two. She tilts her head back as whimpers fall from her lips. She makes me feel filthy with desire. I’m so horny, I can barely hold myself back.

      “Gods, you feel incredible,” I growl.

      She belongs to me, and I belong to her.

      This is how it should always be.

      Me and her.

      Kissing.

      Fucking.

      Every-fucking-where.

      My heart hammers in my chest at how drawn I am to her. The sensation snaps through me. Truly snaps at the realization that she affects me so strongly.

      My balls pull up so tight, they ache for release. It’s a fucking beautiful ache that robs me of all reason. I lick her neck, and memories of finding her on Earth come to mind. This lost girl who needs to be reminded of who she is. Our times together never leave me and heighten with each lick. Us escaping through the Wandering Realm woods, barely escaping the Bloodcursed to enter the kingdom. Her still not remembering her last visit to our kingdom. My brother, Luther, insisting that she’s his. Thoughts fly through my mind of how close we came to losing Guendolyn. My brain won’t shut the hell up.

      “Deimos.” She purrs my name and I lift my head. She looks at me with those intoxicating ocean blue eyes. Her white-blonde hair sits messily and is still slightly damp from her earlier bath. But those eyes stay with me... They were the first things I noticed about her when I met her two years ago on her first visit to the Wandering Realm. Back then, she had no idea who she was dealing with when she met us or the trouble she had been brought into. That craving I felt for her back then never dissipated. It waited for the moment we reunited. For when I made it through the portal to collect her from the human world and brought her back to the Wandering Realm, where she belongs. She may not accept it yet, but she will soon see this is her home.

      She softens under me. This is how I’ve pictured her. Spread and wet and calling for me. I nibble on her lower lip, gently tugging on it with my teeth. I finger her harder and faster.

      Her eyes glaze over, her body trembling with pleasure. I could get used to having her by my side every day.

      An ache builds deep within me to the point that it almost hurts. I don’t know where it’s coming from, but I push it aside along with the thoughts. What I want is right before me. I desperately need her.

      Pleasure consumes me as energy flares down my arms. All I feel is the sensation drumming through me, the arousal curling around me.

      Guendolyn’s body shudders as I continue fingering her. She groans louder, and my world spins. I’m drowning in her presence, in the lust tightening my cock. The entire room seems to be shaking, though I’m certain it’s all in my head.

      She is so ready for me.

      I’m on the verge of losing control and being a savage animal with her. Of ripping off her dress and going all wild with her. I want to hear her scream as I fuck her raw.

      My skin ripples with a sudden energy that races down my arms like tiny bites. Energy that feels like mine except I haven’t called to my power. Before I can pull back and make sense of it, a huge, metal bell peals in the distance. The sound rolls through the whole kingdom like thunder, signaling a breach in our kingdom.

      God damn the Seven Hells of the Wandering Realm.

      The bells keep ringing.

      FUCK! I pause and take a deep breath. Anxiety suddenly rips through my chest at the idea of things going to shit at the worst possible time.

      Guendolyn freezes against me.

      I jackhammer my head up abruptly, and with one fluid movement, pull my fingers out of her sweet core. Gathering her into my arms, I lower her to her feet.

      The ringing continues, hammering in my head. Each dong vibrates through me. Someone has broken into the kingdom. It has to be the Bloodcursed.

      “Shit!” I hiss between clenched teeth and storm over to the door. My heart is pounding a mile a minute.

      “What’s happening?”

      I hear the fear in her soft voice as she follows me. I bite back the need to take her into my arms, to tell her all will be right. We just arrived at the mansion today, and we told Guendolyn we ought to keep her a secret from the king until we work out how she can use her power to eradicate the curse placed on our kingdom. Except that plan’s a fucking waste if the kingdom falls in the next few hours. Tension flares between my shoulder blades.

      “The kingdom’s under attack,” I explain. “Those bells you hear signal a breach.” I abruptly open the door as I talk.

      Maids are running down the hallway in a panic. My mind activates survival mode, adrenaline pulsing through my veins. The last time those bells rang was two years ago when Guendolyn unknowingly unleashed the curse on our kingdom. When she was ripped from our world and thrown back onto the planet she’d been raised on. When those blood-sucking Bloodcursed poured into our home. We spent weeks eradicating them and lost so many lives. This can’t be happening again. Not with Guendolyn here as well and in danger.

      “Is it the Bloodcursed?” she asks.

      I face her. “Stay here. I’ll go find out what’s going on and come back.”

      “Maybe I can—”

      “No, you’re staying here.” I kiss her quickly on the mouth, then whip outside the room, shutting the door behind me.

      I don’t have time to argue with her, and I can’t put her in harm’s way.

      Heavy footfalls accompanied by voices echo down the hall, and I sprint toward them. My gaze skims over every shadow for any sign of chaos.

      Around the corner, Mael, Ahren’s advisor, is standing tall with his back to me. He bellows at the helpers, “Everyone, listen up! Leave everything behind and go to the underground cells now.” He turns to his right and sighs at a maid who seems shell-shocked. “Dana, are you listening?” He snaps his fingers as she gathers her long skirt in her hands and darts through the door that leads to the stairs.

      There are underground cells for everyone to hide in during emergencies, and Mael is right about everyone getting to safety fast.

      As if sensing my presence, he pivots around. His brown eyes are wild with terror, his face blanched. His short, white hair appears messy, as though he’s run his hand through it half a dozen times.

      “It’s the Bloodcursed,” he says between panting breaths. “There are so many of them.”

      “Where did they enter from?” I demand to know.

      “The throne room.”

      His response has my mouth dropping open. “What?”

      “Your Highness, you need to evacuate before it's too late,” he pleads.

      My insides freeze. Luther and Ahren were in the throne room with our stepfather. But how did the Bloodcursed breach the throne room? It’s located in the most central spot in the palace. Someone would have noticed them if they broke through a wall or our magical barriers. The notion horrifies me.

      Mael watches me, waiting.

      “Go with the rest,” I command. “Keep them safe.”

      “But what—”

      “I’m fine,” I reply when soft footfalls approach from behind. I know it’s her before I turn around. She doesn’t listen to me, so it doesn’t surprise me that she refuses to stay in the room. Did she leave the room the instant I did?

      I turn to Guendolyn. She’s staring at the door the staff left through moments earlier, but her eyes widen as soon as she realizes I’ve noticed her.

      “Gue-Gainy, good timing,” I chide.

      She arches a brow in reply. She hates the fake name I gave her, but now isn’t the time to have Mael ask questions. Everyone knows the name Guendolyn in this kingdom, and I have no time for questions.

      “Mael will take you to safety until I come to collect you.”

      The captivating blue of her eyes belies her fiery demeanor. Her lips twitch, and her nose wrinkles, drawing my attention to the light fanning of freckles over her pale nose. “I need to come with you to the throne room.”

      How long was she listening to our conversation?

      Her stubbornness infuriates me. I glare at her as she stands before me with her hands behind her back like she’s testing me. We don’t have time to argue.

      “Your Highness?” Mael asks me.

      “This isn’t negotiable.” I raise my voice at Guendolyn, looming over her. My heart would shatter if anything happened to her. Doesn’t she see this? I don’t take my gaze off her, saying over my shoulder to Mael, “Take her with you—by force, if needed.”

      “Deimos, please, no. You don’t understand,” she insists.

      “I do understand. You are safer underground until I get a handle on the situation.” I grimace.

      “No, you don’t,” she snaps back as she rushes past me, her shoulder knocking into my arm on purpose. She stops near the wall behind a marble statue of an eagle, so I’m guessing she wants to talk to me in private.

      I march up to her. “What’s going on? We don’t have—”

      She places her hands out in front of me, out of sight of Mael. Blue threads of energy dance around them.

      My breathing steadies as I study her hands. “Your magic—” I whisper, but she cuts me off.

      “It’s the same feeling I had each time I opened up the portal between our worlds.” Her words send a shiver down my spine at the realization of what she’s saying.

      I tilt my head forward and whisper, “Your magic caused the breach?”

      She shrugs, that paleness returning to her cheeks. “I think so.” She chews on her lower lip nervously.

      Hell! Guendolyn’s magic has been all over the place, so it’s very likely she opened a portal from outside the kingdom to the throne room. The blood drains from my face.

      “And the energy isn't going away like last time.” She glances down at her hands. “I think the portal is still open.” She holds her arms across her stomach to hide the magic lingering on her hands.

      Nerves in my temple twitch like a tiny heartbeat. I rub my jawline, the roughness of growth grating against my touch. If what she says is true, she’ll be the only person capable of closing the portal.

      “Have you tried closing it?”

      “Yes. That was the first thing I did, but something’s wrong. Usually, it closes itself, but why is the magic still on my hands? I think I need to be near the portal to see if that makes a difference.”

      I sift through my thoughts.

      My decision made, I turn to face Mael. “Change of plans. She’s with me. You make sure everyone else gets to safety.”

      Mael studies me, languishing there like he’s about to protest. He has always been a kind fae, and he moved to this kingdom with us when Mother married the king of the Shadow Court. He’s always looked out for us. Mael is close to fifty in fae years and more of a father to us than our real father, so I trust he won’t speak of this if he saw or overheard anything.

      He doesn’t argue. He simply bows his head and rushes through the open door to safety.

      I snatch Guendolyn’s hand, a prickling sensation flaring up my arms from her magic, and drag her into a run with me down the long corridor. We bound down the stairs before I realize I’m not carrying any weapons on me. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      The dark stone hallway we pass through is silent. We employ a skeleton staff to keep the drama and gossip of the kingdom out of our lives as much as possible, but now I feel the bareness of the place.

      We pass statues of bears and wolves, and I hate those damn things. Our stepfather insists on them to ensure our mansion shows some semblance of royalty. How the hell statues represent royalty is beyond me.

      I swing left down a long hallway and stop outside my chamber. “Give me a moment.” Pushing open the oversized black door, I’m greeted by bright sunlight pouring into the room. I loathe curtains that steal the natural light, so I had them ripped off my windows long ago. I march across the room toward a long, wooden box that sits a few feet away from the stone fireplace. Rapidly, I pull it open and reach down to collect a sword. The leather feels soft and perfectly fitted to my grip.

      Guendolyn stands in the doorway studying my room, her gaze lingering on the enormous bed. What’s my little kitten thinking? What it will be like to sleep in my bed while in my arms? I intend to bring her back sometime and introduce her properly to where I plan to have her spend time with me. But now, we need to hurry. I march toward her and take her hand.

      “We need to run,” I say.

      She doesn’t protest, and an expression of determination crosses her exquisitely beautiful face. Together, we take off down the hall and follow the main vein of the mansion, which takes us to the grand bridge that crosses between our mansion and the palace.

      “What if the king sees me?” Guendolyn asks, her words breathy.

      I meet her gaze. “Right now, that’s the least of our worries. If we don’t stop the Bloodcursed, there’ll be no kingdom left.”

      Looking back, part of me knew that being intimate with Guendolyn might activate her power. Or maybe I hoped it wouldn’t happen. I should have known better.
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      My heart lurches in my throat.

      The sight in front of us crashes through me like a tidal wave. It hits me over and over and still my brain refuses to accept the chaos spreading before us. Bloodcursed fill a spectacular hallway made of marble with gold trimmings along the crown molding, and guards are battling them in a vicious fight.

      The soldiers wear metal helmets and armored chest plates. They brandish swords and slice at the infected fae. These creatures have lost their souls and now crave blood and flesh to feed. One bite is all it takes to become one. Their skin is pale and blotchy with blood. Clothes hang off their lithe frames, but they move fast—terrifyingly so—and the sure-fire way to stop them is to cut off their head.

      Savagery pours from the monsters’ gazes, while my hands prick with the magic that released them. The same magic I inhale. It smells like a dying fire, but underlying the magic is the stench of blood choking the air.

      “Where’s the throne room?” I ask Deimos in the corridor we’re hiding in, my voice barely a whisper to avoid drawing any of these things’ attention to us. My gaze sweeps over the battle, the hairs on my arms lifting.

      “It’s just beyond this hallway,” he responds.

      Sounds of metal hitting bone flood the room. In the distance, a Bloodcursed overcomes a guard. He falls, his sword clanking to the marble floor, then two fellow guards jump to his rescue.

      Deimos charges forward from our hiding place at a creature rushing in our direction. I flinch at how quick the Bloodcursed moves, how I never saw it coming at us.

      Sword pulled back over his shoulder, Deimos swings the blade out, cutting through the air ferociously. The sharp edge bites right into the Bloodcursed’s neck, slicing all the way through. The slurping sound of a blade cutting through flesh leaves me grimacing. The creature’s knees buckle, and it drops down, landing feet from Deimos with a dull thunk.

      My heart is racing, and all I can think about is how incredible Deimos looks fighting without fear. All those muscles. Long, white hair swinging across his back with each movement. His broad shoulders and chest.

      Another scrambling fiend rushes for Deimos.

      He pivots and kicks a deadly blow to the creature’s gut. It stumbles back, slamming into the wall, but Deimos doesn’t waste a second. He leaps after it and drives his sword through the monster’s head, then back out with a disgusting wet sound.

      I scan the room for the other princes and find Ahren, the eldest, at the rear of the room in combat. He’s powerful and swings his sword with tremendous strength. He’s captivating to watch, but I don’t have time to stare at him and get lost in the things I want to do with him.

      Closer to my left, two Bloodcursed charge a soldier. They jump on his back, and he flails, crying out in terror. The sight leaves me shuddering.

      Deimos’ brother Luther emerges with speed from behind a marble column like a knight, wielding short swords, one in each hand. Two swipes, and the creatures’ heads roll off their shoulders. Their bodies follow seconds later, dropping to the floor like sacks.

      The whole scene horrifies me. Bloodcursed outnumber the soldiers.

      Luther tucks one weapon into the sheath on his belt. He reaches down with his free hand and fists the back of the fallen guard’s jacket before dragging him to his feet. Fright startles the man’s face, which is splattered with blood, but he doesn’t seem bitten. Luther pats his shoulder and swings back toward the fight, just as he catches me peering out from behind the corner. He does a double take, and his eyes widen with shock. They glint with the color of flames.

      Then he mouths my name, his brow furrowing. But I can’t hear his voice over the commotion and thuds of battle. Dark hair sits messily around his face and flutters over his shoulders as he flies across the room toward me. He’s still wearing his military-style jacket with silver buttons running down the middle and a high-collar top underneath.

      “What are you doing here?” he growls as his hand closes around my arm and pushes me backward.

      “Don’t.” I knock his hand aside and lift my palms to show him the thin threads of magic lingering over them. “I think I accidentally opened a portal in the castle, and that’s how the Bloodcursed came in.” My words rush out in one breath. “I don’t know how as it’s never happened like this before.”

      I tilt my head back, taking in his strong jawline, his full lips turned downward, his sharp cheekbones. And those intense eyes that seem to pierce right through my soul. Luther is a fae who leaves me weak, and his presence squeezes my heart. I used to wake up with fragments of dreams about him and his name on my lips. Even if our past remains hidden from me, I feel the ache in my chest that he means so much more to me than I remember. But now, he looks at me with a terrifying realization as my words sink in. I don’t want to be someone he loathes or fears. The thought is a blade to my heart.

      “What did you do, little wolf?”

      My breath catches in my throat. “I’m sorry.” The words slip past my mouth. “I didn’t mean for it to happen. But I can fix this.” I pray I can. I have to, because I can’t destroy their kingdom on my first day in the palace.

      My hands prick with lingering magic while my heart beats frantically as I wait for Luther’s fury to pour out. I can’t blame him, because I caused this. I should have been more cautious, should have remembered that last time I kissed Deimos, we teleported from Earth to this realm.

      “Then we need to get you to the throne room,” he instructs, believing me instantly, while doubt curls in my chest. What if I can’t get rid of the portal? What if… I suck in a shuddering breath and shake myself. I can’t overthink this. It has to work.

      “Deimos,” he calls out over his shoulder impatiently. Tension and fear cloud Luther’s eyes when he glances to address me. “We get you into the throne room, you do your magic, and I’ll take you back to the mansion. If the gods are blessing us, our stepfather won’t find out about you. I don’t want to deal with his shit on top of everything else.”

      I don’t want to face the king, either. Please let this work smoothly. I don’t ask for much, Universe, but just this once, back me up.

      My entire body goes rigid as I keep thinking about wanting to tell Luther what’s on my mind. How I’m scared that I won’t be able to close the portal. I want to have him tell me I’m being foolish and embrace me.

      Except this isn’t the time for weakness. Everyone is standing tall and fighting for all our lives, so weakness has no place here. I can’t lose my shit, so instead, I find my bravery and throttle it.

      Deimos darts toward us, heaving for breath. He holds his blade by his side, the steel coated in red. Splatters of blood dot his shirt and a few blotches mark his neck. He stands next to his brother. Both are similar in size, but they’re like night and day. Deimos has pale skin and white hair, while Luther has fiery pupils and hair the color of ravens feathers.

      In the short time I’ve known Deimos, he’s captured my heart, and I feel closer to him. Even if my heart aches for Luther, there’s so much I still don’t understand about our past…which isn’t helped by my vanishing memories ever since I unknowingly unleashed a curse on the Wandering Realm. A curse that makes Shadow Court the target for every Bloodcursed in the entire damn realm. And now, I’ve brought these monsters into the castle…into the throne room, of all places.

      God, if the king finds out, he’ll have me killed.

      “I’ll carve a path while you stay behind her and keep her safe,” Luther orders Deimos. “With so many soldiers here, we may be able to avoid an ambush by these fucking Bloodcursed.”

      Deimos’ free hand settles on my lower back. “I’ll keep you safe the whole while. Don’t stop following Luther. Hopefully, we can do this fast.”

      “I’m ready,” I admit, even if uncertainty clings to my ribs.

      We swing toward the main hall, and the Bloodcursed are close. Guards fight as more creatures keep pouring in. How long before the monsters overpower the army and win?

      “Now!” Luther snaps as he surges forward into the grand hallway, swinging his sword at a fiend’s head. He’s carving a path for us through the mass battle and makes it look effortless as he destroys the enemy.

      I breathe hard and rush out after him, sensing Deimos at my back.

      Creatures are too close for my liking as the tangle of battles rage around us. I step over a decapitated head and rush to keep up with Luther. My feet slide out from under me across the blood. Deimos catches my fall, his strong hands on my back, then pushes me back upright. My insides clench, but I won’t stop because I have to end this.

      A Bloodcursed springs toward me. I raise my fists.

      Luther sidesteps toward it, driving an elbow into its face. One swift turn followed by Luther’s extending arm, and his blade bites into the tenderness of the fiend’s neck.

      I look away at once to avoid the spray of blood.

      Don’t scream. Just keep running. Keep running.

      The deafening clink of armor and growls flood the hall. Nothing about this place is normal, and I’m starting to suspect I’ll never experience normality again.

      I push back the terror clawing at my flesh, and somehow, manage to race forward and remain coherent through all of this. Everything about this attack screams at me to run and hide, but I don’t dare. I can’t.

      Devastation surrounds us, but I never stop following Luther.

      A hand snatches my arm, icy cold fingers digging into my skin.

      I flinch and spin around, coming face to face with a monster. Sunken eyes, the life stolen from them, worn lips thinning over rotten teeth.

      Deimos hauls me against him and away from the Bloodcursed. I slam into Deimos’ body behind me, and he’s like a wall of strength and protection. With one hand clasped over my chest, the other drives his sword through the predator’s gut, sliding in as easy as knife in butter.

      Luther is already on his heels, bringing his sword to the fiend’s neck.

      My stomach plunges at the sight, but there’s no time to dwell on it. We’re already racing forward, shoving past others.

      To stop means death.

      We know this too well.

      Another creature grabs my arm and yanks me toward it. A scream strangles my throat before Luther swings around and drives a fist into its face, then kicks the thing into a mass of Bloodcursed bodies.

      When we reach the other side of the enormous hall, we don’t pause. We follow Luther as he races down a corridor, and we stop in front of a grand room. Double doors as dark as night stand wide open, one hanging off its hinges.

      The war continues around us, but inside the throne room, it’s so much worse.

      It’s a ruined mess. Golden statues of women with wings are pushed over and broken near the side walls. Bloodcursed bodies layer the floor, and there’s too much gore and body parts to assemble the pieces. A few soldiers are lying among them, and my heart bleeds. Others are fighting.

      Seeing the chaos makes me sick, and bile hits the back of my throat.

      The room is enormous, and toward the back is a set of platform steps. Two black thrones stand on top. Behind them is an oversized round window, light pouring over the massacre.

      More Bloodcursed are stumbling out of the portal that sits in front of the thrones. There’s a large black hole, the edges sparking with blue energy. The same power that curls around my hands.

      “It’s too dangerous to go in there,” Luther says as he twists around. “You need to close the portal from here.

      “Deep breath,” Deimos murmurs in my ear. “You can do this.”

      I suck in several harsh breaths and try to ground myself. In my mind, I reach out to the magic.

      Energy dances along my skin as the power intensifies. It thrashes through me, lashing out like a whip, and spears outward. It ripples the air, barely seen, but I recognize the energy. My chest is burning with fury at myself at the sight of the injured guards, at the destruction I’ve caused. Scorching energy erupts in violent sparks from my body.

      But nothing is happening. It’s like I have the key in my hand, but it’s not fitting into the lock.

      Panic flares over my mind.

      “What are you waiting for?” Luther growls. “It needs to close now.”

      Before I respond, he’s thrown himself at the assault surging in our direction.

      I try my hardest to think this through, to figure out how to close that portal. Everything always comes back to the same thing.

      I glance over to Deimos. “You need to kiss me like I mean the world to you.”

      His eyebrow arches. “I always kiss you like that.”

      Snatching the fabric of his shirt across his chest, I draw him toward me as I push myself onto my toes. Our mouths clash like they’re engaging in a great war of their own, lips crushing, tongues tangling. Except I don’t feel the surge of energy. We break apart, both exchanging glances, our breaths shaky.

      “I don’t know what’s going on,” I insist.

      He sweeps his gaze over the hallways and throne room, where dozens of guards are slowly losing to the onslaught of Bloodcursed. “We don’t have much time. You have to close it now.”

      Rippling power is everywhere. I feel it in the air, clawing at us, seeping into my very essence. Why the hell can’t I summon my power to shut that fucking portal?
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      I feel the whole room closing in around me. I choke on the stench of blood and death while everything starts to blur together.

      Soldiers battling Bloodcursed. More creatures pouring in from the open portal. My princes fighting. But I can’t get a handle on my power. Goddamnit, I only just discovered I carried such an ability, so I don’t have any clue how to wield it. But I have no choice now.

      People are dying because of me.

      Panic curls in my chest with each raspy breath I suck in. I have to calm myself if I intend to figure this out. But how the hell am I meant to uncover anything about the power in my veins at this moment?

      Sighing deeply, I realize I need to rethink this.

      “Guendolyn, hurry,” Deimos urges me from behind, his back against mine as I face the open doors leading into the throne room. He uses his body to shield me from the creatures, and I adore every single inch of him.

      I search my thoughts, going over every incident where my power flared up.

      Kissing Deimos.

      Battling the Bloodcursed back on Earth.

      All moments of high stress. High anxiety. Intense emotion.

      Death surrounds me, so I don’t think it can get crazier than this. Except there’s a small difference. Back then, my focus was wholly on the attack and the kiss, while now my brain is scattered with the battle, the fear of not controlling my magic, the fear of letting the king see me. My thoughts fray at the edges.

      Deimos tenses against me.

      I swallow a shudder and dig my heels in, ready to make this work.

      Concentrate.

      I shut my eyes, and the portal in the throne room flutters in my mind. I grasp on to the thread, and there’s a sudden shift in the air that ripples down my arms. The thin blue lines snap wildly around my fingers like a live wire flickering and whipping about. It’s responding to the change in the atmosphere, just like the threads of magic I’ve seen around the fairies’ wings. They crackled and popped as those little critters swarmed me outside the kingdom’s entrance. Did they carry a similar power?

      Deimos bumps into me. My eyes flutter open, and I slam into the open door. I jerk around, my pulse racing.

      Two Bloodcursed attack him, and he jumps at them in response, his sword swinging.

      I grasp onto the entrance to the throne room and stare at the black portal, at the creatures coming through.

      That’s all I imagine now, and I picture it closed, calling the power to me, drawing it into me. I shove all other thoughts aside.

      A surge of energy sweeps through me, bitterly cold. It punches me in the gut, biting into my skin, leaving a bitter, metallic taste in my mouth. I look down, and the blue lines are dancing over my body. My heart soars with the possibility that I can do this, my adrenaline racing.

      Fae howl and roar with rage around me.

      The hairs on my head shift, and the air around me once again seems to change. It carries a chill.

      I imagine it coming from me, rushing across the throne room and crashing into the portal, lacerating the connection, shutting out the creatures.

      Pain lashes my chest, the moment drawn out as I stare at the portal, wishing it out of existence.

      Sweat drips down my spine, and a nerve pulses in my neck. Energy suddenly snaps outward from my body, leaving me stumbling on my feet.

      In the blink of an eye, the portal pops out of existence. Just like that, it’s gone. No more Bloodcursed coming through.

      “Deimos!” I cry out. “I did it!”

      The rush of power surges through me once again, stronger than before, as if retaliating against me. It shakes me to the core as terror cleaves through me.

      In the middle of the throne room a darkness descends, shaping into a solid form. A long oval shape…just like… My stomach drops through me as I watch another portal coming to life before my eyes.

      I want to scream and cry as the earlier spark of hope inside me shatters like glass.

      A heart-wrenching screech snatches my attention. I spin on my heels and look out into the hallway behind me, where everyone fights. Where no one knows how close I came to stopping this. Sorrow clings to my ribs, swallowing me.

      Until my gaze sweeps over to Deimos.

      A Bloodcursed savagely bites into his shoulder, and he collapses to his knees.

      I scream and stumble forward. My world dies as I watch him fighting the beast that overpowers him. My movements seem to decelerate, my every step agonizingly sluggish, like I’ll never reach him.

      He looks at me, his green eyes meeting mine, burning with terror.

      Blood pours from the wound, then another creature lunges for him.

      Blinding rage bursts inside me, dark and violent. “Get away from him!” I scream. I want to die right this moment.

      I charge through the masses, pushing past them with unimaginable strength. A terrifying ache splinters my heart in half.

      With fury, I grasp the back of one of the monster’s torn coat, fisting the fabric, and haul him off Deimos with all my strength. I’m shaking uncontrollably, and all I can picture is ripping his head off with my bare hands.

      “Sonofabitch!” I bellow as Ahren spears the second Bloodcursed in the head with his sword. I lift my gaze toward him. But the first creature turns on me in an instant. It snatches my neck, bony fingers digging into my skin with a vise-like grip. It sneers, blood dripping from its mouth…Deimos’ blood.

      My hands fly at the creature’s face instinctively, pushing my palms against its forehead to keep the gaping mouth as far from me as possible.

      I can’t breathe, and I swing wildly at him with my free hand as I stumble backward.

      My back slams into a wall in the hallway. Then it all happens too fast.

      The creature suddenly pushes past my hand and bites my forearm. The momentum sends me flinching backward, and my head cracks into the wall. My vision reels from the blow, throwing the room into a spin.

      Sharp teeth sink deeper into my arm, tearing. I feel every lick of its tongue, every rip of skin. Tears rush from my eyes.

      Unbearable pain shoots up my arm, feeling like blades ripping over my skin.

      I’m choking but don’t stop slamming my fist into its head, over and over. The fuckwit is still latched to my arm, making slurping sounds that sicken me. The edges of my vision feather with darkness. I picture my death, being left in this realm to wander as aimlessly as one of them. A Bloodcursed.

      I don’t want to die.

      I hit the monster with the last of my strength, then something buzzes past my ear. Seconds later, a small bird flutters above the Bloodcursed.

      No… not a bird, but a fairy. The same type I’d encountered outside the kingdom’s entrance.

      A tiny face, big black eyes, and a wide mouth filled with serrated, pointy teeth. Translucent wings reflecting a rainbow of colors rapidly beating. Greenish scales covering a humanoid body. She’s small, maybe the size of my outstretched hand.

      She watches me. Then something brushes past my arm, and dozens of fairies rise up around me. They dive at the Bloodcursed, ripping at its flesh. Vicious little things, they leave nothing untouched.

      Wings slap me in the face, and I pull sideways, fighting to rip my arm free.

      They wrench the fiend backward, away from me. I stumble and use the wall to catch myself when I break free. I desperately gasp for air again, filling my lungs.

      A cloud of fairies bombards the Bloodcursed, who bats its arms at them, but it’s too late. It vanishes behind a wall of whipping wings, unleashing a screeching sound.

      My heart is hammering frantically. I clasp my bloody arm and cradle it against my stomach. It stings so badly, I want to collapse and just bawl my eyes out. I stare at my injury, and all I see is blood and deep red flesh.

      How long before Deimos and I become one of them?

      The room around me morphs into pandemonium.

      Energy jolts through me, rattling me as though the earlier power has again awakened inside me. All I feel is the devastating ache from the bite.

      Fairies swoosh through the palace, attacking every single Bloodcursed.

      Madly, I push myself off the wall in the hallway and whip around to look into the throne room. Fairies are flying out of the second portal, not Bloodcursed. Somehow, I’ve called them, opening a doorway to these little beings who saved my life once before. I welcome them to do what I can’t.

      They ravage the Bloodcursed, not touching any other fae. They make fast work of the creatures, ripping into and devouring them. All that remains are bones, hair, and clothes.

      “Deimos,” I cry, my cheeks drenched as I try to peer through the chaos in the hall behind me to find him.

      Those green eyes are all that remain in my mind… The devastation in his eyes when he knew it was too late for him.

      I hiccup a cry, hurrying forward as half a dozen fairies zip around me.

      Translucent wings flap wildly. They congregate over my wound, and I feel their tiny tongues licking me, tasting me. No teeth. They don’t intend to harm me, I know it… They’re feeding on me, and I can only assume it’s my payment for their help. Just as they did down in the woods when they saved my ass the first time.

      They saved me, so I have no intention of pushing them away.

      I shove forward through the chaos regardless.

      “Deimos!” I yell out. “Ahren!” All I see is the flutter of fairies flying all over the place and Bloodcursed falling everywhere.

      A tiny squeal that pierces my ears has me cringing.

      I twist my head in the direction of the sound to see a soldier grasping a fairy by a vibrant blue wing. The other wing is bent backward, broken. The fae raises his blade with his other hand.

      Instinct takes over, and I rush to him, screaming, “Stop!” I remember Deimos calling them “blood-sucking vermin.” Except to me, they’re my saviors.

      The soldier doesn't hear me, and I practically bowl him over. He teeters on his feet, his eyes wide with shock, and drops the injured fairy. I hastily snatch her out of the air. I have no idea of the gender, but she seems like a female to me. They all do.

      “What the fuck?” he growls.

      “They’re saving us,” I bark back. “Look around you. Do you want them all to turn on you?”

      He blinks hard and looks around as if seeing the reality of the situation for the first time.

      I gather the little fairy closer and hold her with one hand to my chest, her good wing tucked against her body, the other sticking out at a strange angle.

      “Sorry, little one. I’ll help you. I promise,” I coo, but first I must reach Deimos before we both turn into monsters. I want to tell him how sorry I am. The thought leaves me dizzy, but I swallow down past the fear.

      The tiny fairy glances up and shakes her head before pressing her cheek to my chest. I hear the soft whimpers of her pain.

      I whirl around to find Deimos leaning against Ahren, who has an arm around his brother, holding him up. Deimos clutches the side of his bloody shoulder, moaning.

      Color has drained from his face, and he looks sick. Gravely sick. The infection is moving fast through his body, yet I feel none of the infection in my body yet.

      He meets my gaze through the bloodbath surrounding us and gives me a half-grin. Despite everything, he still smiles. This is why I fell for him so fast, why my heart bleeds at seeing him hurt.

      “Deimos.” I shudder and rush up to him, stepping over bodies as the flutter of fairies starts to slowly dissipate. I look behind me and into the throne room, where many are flying back through the portal. They’ve left only dead Bloodcursed in their wake.

      “Guendolyn, what did you do?” Ahren growls, his gaze lowering to the fairy in my hand when I face him.

      My bitten arm dangles by my side, the pain excruciating, but no one seems to notice.

      “I’m fine,” Deimos lies terribly, drawing my attention to the terror that swims in his eyes. I hear the fear in his voice.

      “Deimos, stop pretending.” My voice breaks.

      “I’ve never been a good actor.” He half-snorts into a laugh.

      “No, you haven’t,” Ahren snaps. “And you sure as fuck aren’t going to die today.”

      Blood oozes from between Deimos’ fingers, dripping onto his dark shirt, seeping into the fabric.

      Ahren maneuvers them through the masses. The Bloodcursed are all dead, and fairies are zipping out of the room quickly. 

      “Guendolyn, stay close,” Ahren orders. He’s barely looking at me, his eyes all over the room. “We need to get him to the healers.”

      I move alongside them, sidestepping the dead. The soldiers stand around bewildered. But I glance back at the fairy portal, needing to close it.

      The fairy in my hand chirps like a small bird. I look down, and she raises her hand and puts it to her mouth, then dips the fingers forward. She blows a breath, and out comes a blue fog, similar in color to the magic threads.

      She chirps again and points to the throne room.

      I don’t waste a moment and turn around, facing the open doorway to the throne room, staring at the gaping black portal. The last few fairies vanish inside. With my good hand, I tuck the fairy inside the top of my dress, then place a palm to my mouth.

      Lowering my fingers forward, I focus on the image of the portal shutting. Then I blow out a breath.

      A surge of energy rises through my stomach, up to my throat, and rushes out. A pale blue fog spears from my mouth and rushes through the air, darting around bodies, over heads, until it reaches the portal. It smothers the opening, and the black passage dissolves, crumbling into thin air.

      Several guards explode into cheers.

      I look down to my new friend. “Thank you.” She’s exactly what I need…someone to help me understand my power. And I need to work out how my ability is related to these fairies.

      “Hurry up,” Ahren growls. He doesn’t say my name, but I know he’s talking to me.

      With a hand clasped over the fairy, I twist around and hurry after the princes.

      Deimos’ face is a gray color now. “Hold on,” I say, my shattered heart breaking into even more pieces.

      He blinks before looking up at the ceiling. A tear pools at the corner of his eye.

      “Deimos, fuck.” I’m trembling. “I need you. You can’t…”

      Two soldiers push past me and shove me aside. I stumble on my feet, holding on to the fairy so as to not lose her.

      “Don’t fall behind,” Ahren calls out. “I need you to stay with me to heal him.”

      My head still spins, and his words jumble in my mind. How can I heal him when I’ve been bitten too?

      I move to catch up to Ahren and Deimos, who’ve vanished down a corridor, the shadows stealing them from view.

      My throat tightens, and I choke on my breaths. Agony tears at my insides as all kinds of images of our time together slam into my head. Ones that make me feel like the worst person in the world, because I caused this. I hurt him. Deimos was bitten by a Bloodcursed. For those few moments, I struggle to move. Maybe I deserved to be bitten… It’s payment for what I unleashed here today.

      I search the room for Luther.

      Slipping past a group of guards, I glance over my shoulder instinctively, as if sensing someone watching me. I suspect it’s Luther.

      My gaze collides with a well-rounded man who stands tall, his chin raised, eyes narrowing on me. He’s dressed in a black coat buttoned to his chest and has a short, white beard. My sights land on the golden crown sitting on his head.

      All the blood drains from my body.

      Fuck!
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