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Prologue


Alaina





“Alaina?” Lincoln’s voice slices through the noiseless night. “You shouldn’t be here. It’s not healthy.” 

With a deep, audible sigh, I disregard his concerns, instead focusing on the tree line a few yards ahead.  

Unfortunately, he doesn’t take the hint. “It’s not going to work. Just like it hasn’t worked for the past ten months.” 

My fingers skim the pink oval orb that remains ever-present around my neck. The stone glistens under the full moon. I close my eyes and picture the hut he and I shared together in Hagion. 

Nothing. 

I imagine my childhood home, where my mother and I lived up until Wright attacked our kingdom. Again, when I open my eyes, nothing has changed.

My head falls to my chest and I swallow the panic building inside. 

Lincoln wraps an arm around my shoulder and pulls me into him. “I know this is a difficult time for you. It is for me as well. But coming to the spot where we entered the human realm every month is pointless. Even if all the portals weren’t destroyed, Brady won’t be able to pinpoint the exact location.” 

They’re the same words he’s spouted a hundred times, yet I can’t stop myself from coming here and praying for a miracle. “I don’t know what else to do.”

“Neither do I.”  

It didn’t take long for Lincoln and I to realize the moon portal was no longer functioning. As disheartening as that was, we still held out hope that some of the traditional portals remained open. We’d spent months hunting down and examining every known permanent portal to see if any were operational. Time and time again, we came up empty until there was nothing left for us to do but wait. 

For the most part, I’ve taken the setbacks well, with only a few minor breakdowns along the way. Lincoln, on the other hand, has become increasingly despondent and full of rage. At times he seems to resent me and the position Brady put him in before we crossed over. 

Protect her at all costs and make certain she crosses through the portal. 

He did what was asked of him, but in return was not able to save his siblings or his friends.

“We’ve been here for months,” Lincoln continues, “without being able to access the moon portal, ten months of not hearing from anyone. At some point, we need to find a way to…move on.”

I push him off me and scowl. “Move on? Move on? How can you even suggest that? Our family is still out there. Our friends! And you want us to move on? To forget about them? What about the Nysian people? Should we just forget about them too?” 

Rage burns in his eyes. “You think this is what I want? I lost my brother and my sister that night.”

“Stop talking about them like they’re dead!” 

Lincoln throws his arms in the air. “The last thing I saw before the portal closed was Ana unconscious, hemorrhaging from the head, and Kakos piercing Brady’s heart.”

I wince and force away the memories I’ve tried so desperately to suppress. “They’re alive. And they will be coming as soon as they can figure out how to repair the portals.” 

“You don’t know that for sure, Alaina. Ana had a better shot than Brady at surviving, but they were surrounded by Kakos and his men. If any of them made it out alive, I’ll be shocked.” 

“Brady is alive.”

“He was electrocuted and stabbed through the heart.”

A sharp twinge pricks my own heart as images of Brady come pouring back. The agony in his eyes as Kakos’ sword ripped through his skin will be forever etched in my mind. What I saw should be all the proof I need of his passing, but my heart tells me a different story. “I can still feel him, Lincoln.”

“Our powers do not work across realms. You’re feeling what you want to feel.” 

“That’s not true.” I pull a dagger from my back holster and run it across my palm. Blood oozes out of the wound and trickles between my fingers. 

Lincoln rips the bottom of his t-shirt and wraps it around my hand. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 

“Yes, our powers are weakened, but they still exist.” I unwrap the strip of fabric to show him how I’ve already begun to heal. Not as quickly as I would in Nysa, but faster than any human. “I know Brady’s alive. And if the warriors escaped, Ana is too; JD and Clint would’ve made sure of that.” 

“Even if by some miracle they all made it out alive, there is no guarantee the portals will ever be fixed. How long do we keep waiting—hoping—for someone to show up?” 

The answer is so clear to me; I don’t understand why he can’t see it. I lay my head against his chest. 

He hesitates, sighs, and wraps me in his arms. “How long do we wait, Alaina?” 

“Until we find our way back to them.” 








Chapter One


Alaina





Five Months Later

“Okay, ladies.” Gina lifts her glass, signaling to the waiter she’s ready for another round. The waiter must have been on standby because she has a fresh mimosa in her hand in a matter of seconds. “We have a busy day. Lots to get done.” She takes a long drink and beams. “First we need to meet with the baker and finalize the cake. Then on to the florist, hair stylist, caterer…” The list drags on. “Finally, to the bridal shop for the final fittings and…” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a figure passing the cafe. I glance out the window only to catch a glimpse of the person before he turns the corner. My paranoia spikes. Was he looking for me? Lincoln and I have been so careful. We rent a house in the middle of nowhere, under a false identity, instead of living in town. We’ve become a couple of recluses, hardly ever venturing out. Lincoln even sold his martial arts studio. All in the name of anonymity. 

“Alaina?” 

I whip my head around, back at Gina. 

“Anything else I’m forgetting?”

Shit. Maybe I should’ve been paying attention instead of letting my imagination get the best of me. She’s been super organized with this whole wedding thing, so chances are she mentioned everything under the sun and then some. “Nope, I think that about covers it.”

“Seriously?” Her mouth drops in true Gina fashion. “You forgot the most important part!” 

My face flushes under her scrutiny. “Sorry, Gina. What did I forget?” 

“The bachelorette party, silly.” She smiles, giving me a little wink. “You really need to loosen up.” 

Oh, thank the Gods she was joking. I thought I’d forgotten something important. “Maybe another mimosa would help.” 

“Don’t you worry, there will be plenty of drinks available at each stop.” 

I force a smile but truth be told, my heart’s not in it—at least not like it should be when my best friend is getting married. 

When we arrived in the human realm, I considered not reaching out to Gina at all. But I knew in our small town, I would run into her eventually. After a quick trip to New Ridge to pick up my phone from Dean Meel, we headed to the apartment she and I shared all those months ago. While Lincoln drove, I got caught up on all the conversations Dean Meel had shared with her while pretending to be me. I was impressed by the dean’s knowledge of teenage lingo and grateful Gina didn’t seem to know the difference. 

My heart broke learning that so much had happened to her while I was gone. She met a nice guy, fell in love—which for Gina, was huge—then landed a co-starring role in a big A-list movie that had her filming all over the world. Several times she had asked me to come visit her; each time Dean Meel made up an excuse as to why I couldn’t. After a dozen or so requests, the tone of her messages became detached. She stopped asking me to come visit. Stopped asking me to call. 

When we reached her apartment, I stood outside her door a good fifteen minutes contemplating whether I should knock or walk away. I was terrified of her reaction. With Lincoln’s encouragement, I opened the door, not wanting to give her a chance to lock me out without letting me explain. Gina was in the living room doing yoga. When she saw me she froze. For a second I thought about turning around and leaving, but everything I owned was there. She was my best friend and I had lost so much already; I didn’t want to add her to the list. 

After what felt like an eternity, her face brightened and she ran to me, practically knocking me down. Right then I knew all was forgiven. We sat up the whole night talking. Well, she talked and I did a lot of nodding and agreeing. Thankfully, she didn’t ask too many questions about what I had been doing with Lincoln the months I was gone. When it came time to tell her I planned on moving in with Lincoln, Gina was elated, jumping up and down like a crazy person. It helped that she and her soon-to-be fiancé had been discussing the very same arrangement days before.

Once Lincoln and I were settled into our new home, I tried my best to distance myself from Gina. It wasn’t a decision I came to lightly, but with the threat of Wright sending his men after us, I didn’t want her landing in the crosshairs. Plus, never in a million years did I think we would be staying as long as we did.

The problem was that she didn’t go for it. If I blew her off, she would show up at my house. If I didn’t answer her calls, she would blow up my phone with text messages. After a few months, I gave up.

Then, eight months ago, she got engaged. I was knighted her maid of honor and since she would be away filming for a few months, I ended up in charge of dealing with her wedding planner. That in itself became a full-time job. 

Now we’re a few weeks away from her big day and the blissfulness she exudes is slowly killing me. Not that I’m not happy for her, because I am, but seeing her so in love makes me miss Brady that much more. It already hurts to be so far away from him—physically hurts. Every fiber of my being calls out to him. Every waking moment is spent thinking of him. When I sleep, his face, his smile, consumes my dreams. And it’s only getting worse. 

“Alaina, sweetie, what is it?” Drawing me away from my thoughts is Mandy, one of the many, many bridesmaids. With her strawberry blond hair pulled up in a tight bun and black-rimmed glasses perched on her dainty nose, she looks so sophisticated, a far cry from the girl I remember from high school. “You look as if you’re about to cry.”

I choke back my tears and force a smile. “I’m such a sucker for weddings.” 

She raises an eyebrow. “Okay. Well, we’re leaving.”

Shit. How long have I been sitting here lost in thought? I grab my purse and throw a twenty on the table. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” 

We walk out the door in silence, the longing in my heart even more present than usual.

“Are you sure there’s nothing you want to talk about? I’m an excellent listener. Even thinking about getting my degree in counseling.” 

“Really? Dr. Siple didn’t scare you off that career track?” After four years of therapy—a requirement for attending New Ridge—there was no way I would want to sit in a room all day listening to people’s problems.

“Nah. To tell you the truth, I kind of enjoyed it. I mean, it was a place I could go and talk freely about anything I wanted to. No judgment, no backlash. So unlike my childhood.” Mandy’s parents are both high priced defense attorneys who worked long hours. As a teenager, she rebelled and got caught underage drinking. She was sent to New Ridge to attend school with other rich, but troubled teens. Turns out, what she needed, like the rest of us, were people who cared. 

“I get that. It must be nice to know what you want to be when you grow up.” 

“I know, right? It’s kind of amazing! It makes me feel all grown up. How about you? Any plans to start college in the near future? Or maybe something else you have planned?”

My heart pounds. I’m a horrible liar, especially when the people I’m lying to are so sweet and caring like Mandy. No way can I tell her the truth, but I should say something. I heard once, when telling a lie, you stick to the truth as much as possible. That way you can remember it if you need to repeat it. So I tell her the first thing that pops into my head. “I think I’m just going to leave it up to fate. Let it guide me for a while.”

“Oh…that sounds like a…interesting way to go about planning your future.”

I shrug. “What can I say? It’s gotten me this far. Why not see it through?”



[image: image-placeholder]Hours and hundreds of stops later, we finally make it to the bridal shop—our last stop before dinner and the bachelorette party. I’m starving; I’ve eaten nothing but cake and catering samples since breakfast, and my feet throb from walking from one side of this town to the other. 

We crowd into the small viewing room as flutes of champagne are passed out. I take a seat on the white couch with the other bridesmaids just as one of the consultants steps out from behind the curtain.  

“Look at all these beautiful women!” The middle-aged woman with short blond hair embraces Gina and they give each other air-cheek kisses. “And our stunning bride! Your dress arrived yesterday afternoon. Straight off the runways of Paris!”

Gina squeals. “I can’t wait to try it on. But first, I want to see the bridesmaid dresses.”

“Of course. Do you have a preference of who will be doing the modeling?” 

“My maid of honor.” She waves at me to join them.

Twenty pairs of envious eyes glare in my direction. 

“Ladies, ladies,” the consultant scolds, “no need to fret. We want to make sure our bride is happy with the design we helped her create. With her approval, you’ll all receive your dresses in a matter of weeks.” 

“I’m so excited!” Gina claps, joining the rest of the girls on the couch. “This dress is pure perfection and can be worn almost anywhere.”

“Let’s go, my dear,” the consultant says. 

I fall in step with the woman as she leads me to the dressing room. She pulls back a curtain and instructs me to remove everything but my underwear. 

I take my time changing, careful not to snag the hem of the floor-length chiffon dress. The thin straps and low V-neck hang loosely around my thin frame, revealing just how much weight I’ve lost since we arrived thanks to the rigorous training routine Lincoln has me on. 

“You look stunning,” the consultant says as I step out from behind the curtain. Without warning, she twirls me around, pulling, pinning and readjusting until the dress lays perfectly on my body.

“Is it supposed to be white?” 

“I dye all the dresses by hand once they are completed. I believe you ladies will be wearing a light yellow.” 

“Oh.” 

As we walk back out to the sitting room, I notice a pink-stone ring on her right index finger. One that looks remarkably like my necklace. “Beautiful ring.”

She lifts her hand. “Thank you. It was given to me as a child. I noticed the stone is similar to the one you wear around your neck. Where did you get it?”

“It was given to me as a child as well, right before I crossed.” 

Her step falters just a tad. She clears her throat and asks, “Have you heard anything?” 

“No, not for more than a year.” 

We stop and face each other. “Same. My daughter and her family still live there. Last I spoke with her, there were rumors the lost princess had been found.” 

“I heard that too.”

“When were you last there?”

“Fifteen months ago. We came back right before the portals stopped working.”

“I’m Lidia, by the way.”

“Alaina?” Gina calls from the other side of the curtain separating the dressing rooms from the rest of the bridal party. “What’s taking so long?” 

Lidia’s eyes widen. “You’re…?”

I give her a weak smile. “Don’t say anything. They don’t know.” 

She bows her head. “Your secret’s safe.” 

“Thank you.”

Lidia helps me through the curtain and upon a raised platform. The others ‘ooh’ and ‘aww’ as I model the dress in front of the wall of mirrors. 

Out of nowhere, a familiar twinge prickles down my neck. In the shadows across the street is a silhouette of a man. And he’s looking this way. Goosebumps pimple my skin. Ever since brunch, I’ve felt like someone’s been watching me. Maybe it’s a coincidence. He could be waiting for the tram or is the boyfriend of one of the bridesmaids. Maybe he recognizes Gina. Her face is everywhere these days.

I squeeze my eyes shut and do my best to drive away the building paranoia. Once my nerves subside, I force myself to reopen them and face my fears head on. The man in the shadows is gone. The room is silent and all eyes are on me.

My cheeks burn. “Sorry, guess I zoned out for a second. Long day and all.” 

A few of the girls I’ve only met a handful of times snicker and grab another glass of champagne. 

I sigh. Appears I’m the crazy girl once again. Now it’s not nightmares scaring people off but a lack of social skills. I step off the platform, ready to get out of this damn dress. It’s no secret I don’t fit in with the new crowd Gina runs with; most of the time I even don’t fit in with my old friends.

So much has changed since my last stint in Nysa. From being kidnapped to bonding with my soulmate, I’m not the same person I was when I left. I’ve transformed from an immature, whiny teenager to a strong, capable woman. 

But in these girls’ eyes, I’m more of a downer than anything. I don’t go out. I don’t party. I don’t get drunk. Though the getting drunk part is technically not my fault. My Nysian bloodline makes it almost impossible for me to get plastered off human alcohol. 

The going out part I avoid because being around me isn’t safe. There’s no doubt Wright will send Kakos for me as soon as he can. Just because the transport portals aren’t operational right now doesn’t mean they won’t be in the near future. If they find me, Gods help anyone caught in my company.  

Back in my street clothes, I head for the sitting area where everyone is waiting for Gina to try on her dress. Mandy hands me a glass of champagne and whispers, “Try not to let them get to you. There’s no shame in being more mature than a bunch of sorority sisters.”

I loop my arm through hers and give her a quick squeeze. “Thanks, Mandy.”

“You’ve always been such a great friend. We’re so happy to have you home.” 

The phrase ‘home is where the heart is’ pops into my head. Without thinking, I brush my engagement ring over my lips, wondering if I’ll ever be home again. 

[image: image-placeholder]The music in the bar blares and the bass is so intense my heart feels like it’s about to beat out of my chest. 

“Come dance with us!” Gina yells over the noise.

I shake my head and yell back, pointing at the table, “Next time. I’ll watch the drinks.” 

She nods then dances away to find the rest of our group, who after ordering a round of drinks, high-tailed it to the dance floor.

I sit there for a while, watching the masses of people sway to the beat without a care in the world. The more I watch, the more I begin to envy them and their uncomplicated lives. 

I take another drink of my double shot of whiskey and notice my phone is blinking. A text message from Lincoln is waiting unread. 

Where are you?

Bar 1 of 5.

What? It’s after 11! U left the dress place hours ago.

No shit. Dinner took forever. Not that it was the restaurant’s fault. They’d been prepared for our large party, the room in the back all set up and ready to go when we arrived. It was all the surprise bachelorette party fun that some of the girls had planned that kept us there for over five hours. Not wanting to type out the details, I give him the short version.  

Shots. Lingerie. Penis cake. Strippers.

There dots on the bottom of my screen pop up, indicating Lincoln is typing. They stop and start back up. I laugh, knowing he has no clue how to respond to what I told him. 

WTF?

I respond with a blushing emoji.

When r u coming home? Training @ 6am. 

I roll my eyes. Like I didn’t already know. It’s the same time every damn morning. Has been since we started renting our house. Hell, that’s the sole purpose of the master bedroom. 

If I leave now, Gina will be pissed.

I don’t like you wandering around town at night.

I’ll be fine. 

The image of the man in the shadows creeps back into my head, but there’s not a chance in hell I’m telling Lincoln about him over the phone. He would freak out and head straight over here to take me home, thus leading to another disagreement between him and Gina. 

Over the past year, she has come to despise him, saying things like he’s way too overprotective, controlling, and never shows me an ounce of physical attention. It sucks not being able to tell her the truth: that everything he does is to keep me safe, but in her eyes, he’s an unloving, control freak boyfriend determined to keep me away from her.

One hour.

K. 

Gina won’t be happy but hopefully, she’ll be too drunk to remember.

Text when ur on ur way.

Always do. 

I end with a smiley face. He hates emojis, so of course, I use them as much as possible.  

Texting each other when leaving or heading home is our routine. So is texting all day long if one of us is out without the other. It’s a security thing meant to ensure the other is safe. Also, to keep each other posted if we see anything suspicious. Like the man in the shadows. Lincoln’s going to be pissed when I tell him about that tomorrow. I’m sure I’ll get a lecture. Maybe have to run a couple extra miles. Gods, he was becoming more like his brother every passing day.

A few shots later plus five more rounds of drinks, and Gina’s drunk enough that I can leave without her ever knowing. With a quick hug and kiss on the cheek, I promise to call her tomorrow. She requests I bring back more shots. I grab the bartender and order for her the least potent shot I can think of as the other girls drag her back to the dance floor.

The walk to my car is uneventful—not that I thought it wouldn’t be. It’s early for a Saturday night, so the streets are still packed with people. For a small town, we have a pretty bumping bar scene fueled by the local community college. 

I start my car and text Lincoln that I’m heading his way. It’s a good twenty-minute drive from town to the ten-acre homestead. I crank up the music and take off, singing along with the radio, not paying much attention to my surroundings.  

Five minutes out, I notice headlights behind me. There aren’t many houses out this way and those are mostly occupied by middle-aged farmers and ranchers. Having to get up at the crack of dawn, it’s unusual for one of them to be coming home so late. 

Every few seconds I glance back in my rearview mirror. Each dirt road we pass, I pray the car turns but it never does. 

A half a mile from my house I consider calling Lincoln but I don’t want to sound paranoid again. It’s been happening a lot lately, each instance turning out to be nothing more than my overactive imagination.

Though this time there is no denying there is a car behind me. One that has been there going on ten miles. 

Maybe I should pass my driveway. Keep going, see what the car does. But how long would I drive? Where would I go? What would I do if the car continued to trail me?

Screw it. If the person behind me has the balls to follow me up the drive, then there will be hell to pay. Maybe they could overpower me alone, but I have a six-foot-five, two-hundred and sixty-five pounds of pure muscle warrior sitting in the house expecting me to show any minute now. Good luck taking him on.

I hold my breath as I turn into the driveway, a single finger hovering over the quick dial for Lincoln. The car speeds by well over the limit. I slam on the breaks, bashing my head into the steering wheel. Hysterical laughter bubbles to the surface. How ridiculous am I, acting crazy over some random car? 

Gods, I feel like I’m losing my mind. It’s all this waiting and training and waiting some more for someone to show up. The uncertainty is killing me. 

I shriek, startled by the knock on my window. Lincoln’s standing outside my car, blue eyes twinkling with mischief, grinning from ear to ear. My heart continues to race as I roll down the window. “Son of a bitch! Why did you do that?”

He shrugs, brushing his jet-black hair off his forehead. “I saw the headlights. Want to make sure everything is okay.” 

“So your idea of making sure I’m okay is to give me a freaking heart attack?”

“Well, I didn’t decide to scare you until I knew for sure you were okay.” 

“How very honorable of you.”

“So, why are you sitting out here?”

“There was a car. I thought it may have been following me, but it just happened to be going down the same country road as I was.” 

“Scoot over.” I climb over the console as Lincoln takes over the driver’s seat. “Why would you think the car was following you?” 

I look out the window and chew on my lower lip. It’s late and I’m tired. If I tell him about the feeling of being watched today, he will make me stay up half the night recounting every detail. Yeah, not going to happen tonight. “No reason except for it being late and not too many people around here are out and about at this time of night.” 

He drives the car down the dirt road to the house without a word. Once parked, he turns to me. “You’re not lying, are you? Did something happen? Did you see something?” 

I smile. Probably a little too much. “I was just being paranoid. As usual.”

He studies my face for a brief moment, shakes his head and saunters toward the door. Just when I think he’s going to leave me out here alone without so much as a goodnight, he yells, “Five a.m.” 

I throw my head back and groan. Dammit. Guess I’m not as good of a liar as I thought.










Chapter Two


Alaina





Coffee. The delicious aroma fills the air, beckoning me out of bed. My alarm hasn’t even gone off yet. Damn that Lincoln. He knows just what to do to get me moving in the morning. 

I don’t bother changing out of my nightgown, opting for my long fluffy pink robe instead. No need to give Lincoln any ideas about me being ready to start training without at least three cups of coffee. Maybe a donut or cinnamon roll on the side. That is if the junk food Nazi hasn’t found my stash and trashed it all. 

“Well, look at you.” Lincoln grins. “Out of bed all by yourself and before snoozing your alarm five hundred times.”

I flip him off then plod into the kitchen in search of the lone coffee cup.

Lincoln follows. “Looking for this?” He holds the steaming cup of bliss under my nose.

“You’re a saint.” I grab for the cup but he pulls it out of reach.

“Not until you tell me why you thought the car was tailing you last night.”

I glare. Make me get up early to run a few extra miles, fine, but do not under any circumstances take away my morning coffee. It was a new habit I picked up about eight months ago, needing the caffeine boost after so many nights of not getting enough sleep—a result of being away from my soulmate and the constant nightmares. “That’s not funny.”

“Who’s laughing?” 

Plopping on a bar stool, I concede. “Fine, give me the damn cup and I’ll tell you everything.” 

While sipping the delicious goodness, I fill Lincoln in on yesterday’s events, including the feeling of being watched and the guy in the shadows outside the bridal shop.

“And you didn’t text me this because…?” 

“You would have gone down there and made me come home. Gina would’ve had a conniption fit and started a knock-down, drag-out fight with you. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.”

“Gods, Alaina. How many times do I have to tell you to stop worrying about what that girl thinks? We have bigger problems to concern ourselves with. It was a full moon last night. Did you even notice? What if the moon portal came back up and Wright’s men crossed over?”

“Don’t talk to me about the full moon. You know damn well I was aware of it and tried to use the portal. Did it work? Of course not, or I wouldn’t be sitting in this house with you.” 

He looks as if he’s ready to argue but instead takes a seat on the couch. “You should’ve told me.” 

“I know. I’m sorry.” 

“It’s just you and me right now. If something were to happen under my watch, I would never forgive myself.” 

“If I felt like I was in any real danger, I would’ve called.” 

“You thought about calling. That in itself tells me you weren’t one hundred percent sure about your safety.” 

As I’m about to agree with him, a rustle outside catches our attention. 

Stay here, Lincoln mouths as he goes to the hall closet to retrieve his sword. 

Chances are it’s just a stray animal; a dog or a skunk scrounging around for food. But Lincoln doesn’t take chances. 

The bushes rustle again then the handle of the back door rattles. Definitely not an animal. Someone’s trying to break in. 

Lincoln points me in the direction of the bedroom and I take off, though we probably have different ideas of what I should be doing. Him thinking I should lock my door and hide; me going straight for my sword and daggers.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Lincoln yells. “Do you know how close I was to cutting your fucking head off?”

Sounds like we’re not in any immediate danger. I quickly change out of my pajamas, but just in case, grab my daggers from the dresser before I head back into the living room.   

As soon as I step into the room, my daggers fall to the ground. His green eyes are just as I remember. Though his dirty blond hair is longer and unkempt, which it so not like him. I sprint and throw myself at the man I haven’t seen in ages. “Eric! How did you—” I choke on my words as tears stream down my face. “Are you the only one here? How is everyone?”

His grip around my back tightens. “So glad you’re okay. Both of you. I’ve had a hell of a time tracking you down.”

I step out of his embrace. “How did you get here?”

“I was able to create a temporary portal. I’ve been working on the incantation since Kakos destroyed the others not long after you crossed over.” 

“How did Kakos manage that?” Lincoln asks.

“The traditional portals are simple enough. I destroyed the one you two used to cross over so none of Kakos’ men would follow. The moon portal, however, was a bit trickier. According to Tia, the Hagion servant of the Goddess Selene, it would have taken an ancient spell—one derived from dark magic—to bring down something so powerful as the moon portal.” 

“As interesting as that is,” I interject, “you didn’t answer my original question. How is everyone else?” 

He takes a seat in the closest chair. Lincoln and I follow suit, sitting on the couch. 

“Ana is well. JD healed her without any issues. The rest of us were able to escape…all except for Brady.” 

My heart shatters at the thought of him spending any time in the hands of Kakos. “How long was he there?”

Eric’s eyes drop to the floor, a horrible sign of what’s to come.

“The warriors went after him, didn’t they?” My voice trembles.

“Of course they did. Dozens of times, but we believe Kakos has the powers of the Titans.” 

“Eric,” our eyes lock, “are you telling me Brady has been held prisoner this whole time? Over a year?” 

“Yes.” 

If I wasn’t already sitting down, I would have collapsed on the floor. 

“That’s not all. It appears that he is now working for Kakos…as his right-hand man.” 

Lincoln flies out of his seat, white-knuckled fists at his sides. “Bullshit.” 

Resting a hand on his arm, I do my best to soothe his fury—the same fury building inside of me. A few deep breaths and I come to the only conclusion I can fathom. “He’s under compulsion.” 

“That seems to be the most logical explanation we’ve come up with,” Eric says.

The muscles in Lincoln’s arm ease ever so slightly. “He would never betray us under his own free will.”

Eric nods. “Agreed. But the problem still remains that we haven’t been able to get close to him.” 

Lincoln settles back on the couch. “What’s the issue?”

“Seekers.”

An inkling of hope wiggles its way into the back of my head. “So if we can get him out in the open and I can disable the seekers, we might be able to grab him?”

“It’s possible, I guess.” Eric shrugs. “But we’re not talking about just one seeker; he has dozens surrounding them at all times.” 

“I can handle them.”

Lincoln leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Eric, if we are able to free him from Kakos, can you lift the compulsion?” 

He takes a deep breath and sighs. “I believe so. Of course, there is no way to be certain until I look into his mind and determine the extent of Kakos’ intrusion.” 

“I have faith in you.” Because really what choice do we have? 

“Thanks.” Eric gives me a half smile and stands. “We can discuss the plan in more detail when we reunite with the rest of the warriors. Speaking of which, we need to get going.” 

I stand, not sure if I heard him right. “Wait. You mean leave right now?” 

“Yes, the temporary portal has a few hours left max. If it closes and we are still here, there is no way to get back.”

“Shit,” I mumble, running my hand through my hair.

“I thought you’d be chomping at the bit to get out of here,” Eric says. 

“I am. But the thing is I have this wedding in a couple of weeks.” 

Lincoln rolls his eyes. “Here we go.” 

“Shut up. I’m not planning on staying, but I need some time to come up with an excuse or something.” Not that it matters. If I back out of the wedding, my friendship with Gina will be over. No way she’ll forgive me. 

“There are bigger things to worry about, Alaina,” Lincoln reminds me.

“Don’t you think I already know that? But she’s been my best friend since we were fourteen.” 

“Tell her the truth,” Eric suggests.

“Can I do that?” 

“Why not? Chances are she won’t believe you, but at least you won’t feel bad about lying.” 

[image: image-placeholder]Thirty minutes later, we pull into my old parking space across from Gina’s apartment. My stomach turns at the thought of our upcoming conversation. There’s no doubt Gina’s going to be severely hungover, which is going to make things about a thousand times worse. 

Lincoln holds open my door. “You coming?”

Reluctantly, I slide out of the seat. “This is not going to end well.”

He shrugs. “So lie to her.”

“And say what? What excuse can I possibly use that would justify me not attending her wedding?” 

He shrugs again. 

“Exactly.” My head slumps forward. “Gods, she’s going to hate me.”

Lincoln lays his arm across my shoulders as we walk up to her door. “Once everything in Nysa is over, we’ll come back and fix this. Bring her across realms if we must. And I know you don’t want to hear this, but your friendships here in the human realm are not the priority right now.”

“I know that. Just the thought of Brady being with Kakos this whole time…” My voice cracks. I shove away the tears trying to weasel their way in. This is no time for a breakdown. “I’m eager to get back to Nysa, but it breaks my heart knowing I’m about to walk in there and hurt one of my best friends.” 

We step up behind Eric, who’s waiting at Gina’s door. “Want to do the honors?” 

“Why not?” I ring the bell but she doesn’t answer. I wait a whole minute then decide to ring again. A few more minutes pass without a sound. I pull out my phone and text her. When she doesn’t reply, I call. 

“Hello?” her voice rasps. 

“Hey, Gina. It’s Alaina. Sorry to wake you, but I’m outside your door. We need to talk. It’s important.” 

I hear a distinctive plop of feet hitting the floor. “If that good for nothing boyfriend of yours did something to you I swear to God…” She swings open the door and stops talking. Even straight out of bed and hung over she looks like she just stepped out of a magazine. 

“Good morning.” I smile. 

“What? You need an entourage to come and visit me now?” She squints at the rising sun. “What the hell time is it anyway?” 

“It’s early.” 

“Come on in. The least you could have done was brought coffee.” 

Lincoln hands her a piping hot cup from the small donut shop down the street. 

She eyes him suspiciously but takes the cup. “So what is so urgent it couldn’t wait until I was at least sober again?”  

I take a seat next to her on the couch and lay it all out there. “I won’t be able to attend your wedding.” 

She freezes, her coffee resting against her lips. Slowly, she lets the cup drop. I force myself to hold eye contact, which is tough because her glare is downright terrifying. “I’m sorry. I thought I heard you say you are no longer attending my wedding. But that can’t be right, because you are my best friend, my maid of honor, and you would never do that to me.”

“I wouldn’t do this if it wasn’t a matter of life and death.”

She rolls her eyes. “Now who’s the one being dramatic?”

“Listen, Gina. What I’m about to tell you is going to sound bat-shit crazy. But I swear to you, it’s the truth.”

Her eyes narrow. 

“You know how I couldn’t remember my past? Well, I do now. I’m from another realm called Nysa, transported here by a full moon portal when I was a child to be hidden away from Lord Wright, who decided to overthrow the kingdom of Kardia because when I was born a prophecy was pulled stating that one day I would possess the power to destroy him and his army.” I take a deep breath. 

“My mother and father loved each other very much, but were not allowed to marry; the king of Kardia wanted the crowned prince to marry Sabrin of Nikao in an effort to bring peace between the two kingdoms. But still, they loved each other so much they conceived me, thus placing upon me the very well-known prophecy. Now I have to go back to Nysa because one: it is in total disarray at the hands of Wright, two: my husband, Brady, has been captured and imprisoned by Wright’s evil lynch man Kakos, and three: I’m the only one who can save them all.” 

The look Gina gives me is unreadable. I glance at Eric and Lincoln for support, but they have the same nervous expression that I must have. 

“Gina, I know it sounds crazy—unbelievable, in fact—but I swear, everything I just told you is true.”

She looks me dead in the eyes. “So what you’re telling me is you’re the Princess Alaina?” 

“Technically, no. The princess everyone believed I was, actually was my half-sister, Lane. Who is now…deceased.” I push away the image of her dead body lying on top of me, the bloody knife dangling in my hand. “Since I’m the king’s last living heir, I am next in line for the crown. But none of that matters until Wright is defeated.” 

Lowering her head to her hands, elbows resting firmly on her knees, Gina shakes her head. My heart aches, knowing things are about to get real. 

But when she raises her head, she does the most unexpected thing: laughs. Not a little giggle, but a full-fledged, side-splitting laugh. Tears stream down her face as she pulls me into a tight hug. 

“Gina, are you okay?”

“Okay?” More laughter. “Okay? Are you kidding me? My mother is going to freak when I tell her!” 

“Oh, Gods, Gina. Please don’t tell your mother!” 

She drops her arms and works on getting her laughter under control. “Why wouldn’t I tell her? She’s going to be ecstatic. She has been waiting forever for this moment. And to think all this time I was best friends with the princess. Princess Alaina was right in front of her this whole time. I should call her!”

“Gina!” I shout, grabbing her arm before she can bounce off the couch. “You believe me?” I’m dumbfounded by her reaction.

“Of course I believe you, silly. Why wouldn’t I?” 

I look at Eric and Lincoln, who both stare back wide-eyed and as confused as I am. 

“Oh,” Gina says. “Maybe it would help if I mentioned my mother is Nysian.” 

My jaw drops. 

“Yeah, she came to the human realm to pursue her acting career, met my dad, and they had me. Of course, that marriage didn’t work out, but with all the craziness going on in Nysa, my mother thought it best we stayed here. I grew up hearing stories of Nysa and she always talked about returning when the prophecy was fulfilled.”

My head pounds. Here I was freaking out about her not believing me and she’s known about Nysa the whole time. “This doesn’t make any sense. When I told you that night in the bar about Brady spouting off some crazy story about me being from another realm, you threatened to call the police.” 

“Duh. My mother always warned me never to speak of Nysa. But I’ve heard that Nysian teenage boys, even young adults, have tried to use that line on unsuspecting girls, which of course is a big no-no. I thought he was just trying to hit on you but breaking rule number one in the process.” 

“Ugh, I wish I had known this two years ago before I left with Lincoln and Eric.” 

“Wait. That’s where you were? Then who was I texting?”

“Dean Meel.” 

“Oh…well now everything is making sense. And you weren’t kidnapped the first time you disappeared, were you?”

“Actually, Brady did kidnap me. It’s a long story.” I glance at Eric. “One that I don’t have time to tell now.”

“The same Brady you’re married to?”

A smile spreads across my face. “Yes. We’re soulmates.” 

“So he’s a warrior. Nice.” 

“The leader of the warriors, actually.” 

Eric clears his throat. “Sorry to interrupt the girl bonding time, but we have to go. The portal will only stay open for so much longer.”

I grab Gina’s arms, pull her into me, then whisper in her ear, “I’m so sorry. I have to go. And I’m so sorry I’m going to miss your wedding.” 

“It won’t be the same without you, but I understand. Thank you for trusting me enough to reveal your secret. I can’t imagine what was going through your mind when you told me.” 

“I was certain you were going to think I was crazy and never speak to me again.” 

Her grip tightens. A few more moments pass, then we release each other. 

“Stay safe.” 

“I will.” 

She hugs me one last time and whispers, “The whole of the Nysian people believe in you. Don’t forget that.” 








Chapter Three


Alaina





We’ve been walking for hours through this dense, gloomy forest somewhere in Nysa. Where? Lincoln and I don’t have a clue. Eric insisted we transport far enough away from camp so we wouldn’t give away our location. He failed to mention how far that would be. Not that I’m complaining. From a strategic point of view, it’s smart. On the off chance we’re being followed, transporting close to camp would give away our position; making our way on foot provides an extra layer of security. 

The problem is, it’s getting late and with all the commotion in the human realm, I didn’t eat. That alone is enough to put me in a foul mood. Add to it the uneven terrain, humid conditions, and overall anxiety I’m carrying around. I'm well on my way to losing my cool.

“So where are we hiding out this time?” I ask.

“Nowhere that can be pinpointed on a map.” 

Another vague answer. “But you do know where you’re going, right?” 

“Of course I do.” 

“And you know how long it’s going to take us to get there?” 

He shakes his head. “Yes, Alaina. I know where we are going and I know how long it’s going to take us to get there.” 

“Plan on telling the rest of us?” Lincoln jumps into the conversation. 

“Won’t be long now. An hour or so.”

I groan. “Why can’t you tell us where we’re going? Not like we’re spies or anything.” 

“Because even if I did, you wouldn’t know the place. We’re outside the boundaries of Kardia. How far exactly, I’m not sure.”

“How did you find this place?” I ask, curious about this sudden hidden location no one has ever heard of.

“We were granted access by an old friend.”

“Why are you being so secretive, Eric?” 

“Alaina, please stop with the questions. All the answers you seek will be answered soon enough.” 

[image: image-placeholder]By the time we reach the boundary of our refuge, it’s dark. Darker than dark. Pitch black. Not even the full moon can be seen through the dense forest and cloudy sky. Nightfall has added a new level of gloom to the already murky day. About an hour ago the damp weather had turned into an all-out downpour. Even the canopy created by the trees couldn’t protect us. 

Drenched, starving, and on the verge of a mental breakdown, I slush along behind Eric. “How much longer? You said we reached the perimeter ten minutes ago.” 

“We crossed the edge of the protection spell. The house we are staying at is just beyond the tree line of the forest. A hundred yards or so.” 

Lincoln, who’s following close behind me, stretches. “And they are expecting us, right?”

“They are. The warriors are there along with Ana. Most of our soldiers were killed during the Hagion attack. The rest were instructed to flee to be with their families until called upon.” 

“Do we know how Kakos was able to breach Hagion and why the Gods allowed it?” Lincoln asks.

“Not for certain. We believe it has something to do with the powers Kakos called upon when trying to destroy Alaina’s soul. Power derived from the Titans. We are hoping that once Brady is rescued and the compulsion is removed, he can give us some insight into the inner workings of Wright’s army.” 

“When is the rescue mission taking place?” I ask.

“That, you will have to discuss with Xavier, who has taken over as the leader of the warriors.”

“I’ll want to speak with him right away,” I tell him. 

“He has guessed as much and will be waiting with the others when we arrive. Which it looks like we have.” 

We walk through an old picket fence, up the path to the large English style cottage. The home looks to be three stories tall, whitewashed exterior walls with thatching for the roof. It’s a common style home in Nysa, but this one is much larger than I have ever seen before. “Who lives here, The Brady Bunch?” 

Lincoln laughs. 

“Who?” Eric asks.

“Never mind.” Eric never gets my pop culture references. 

He looks at me and frowns. “I don’t want to upset you.” 

“Why would knowing the owners of this house upset me?” 

He hesitates. 

“Eric, tell me.” 

He releases an exaggerated sigh. When his eyes meet mine, I know what he’s about to tell me can’t be good. “Because this house belongs to Shae’s family.” 

[image: image-placeholder]I sprint toward the house, ignoring Eric’s pleas for me to wait. I burst through the front door without so much as a knock. 

“Shae,” I cry out, my voice echoing off the walls. Is it possible she somehow survived? That the Gods took mercy on her and her newborn child? 

“Shae,” I call out again, stumbling up the dim staircase. Down the hall I race, calling out for her, uncaring of the people who may be sleeping. 

“Alaina?” I turn around in an instant, recognizing the voice. To my disappointment, the woman standing behind me is not Shae, but with her long blond hair and pale skin, it’s obvious they are somehow related. 

“Where’s Shae?” 

Her face softens. “Come with me.” 

I follow her back down the hall from the way I came. She stops at the third door on the left, turns the handle, and beckons me inside. 

The room is dark aside from a small nightlight sitting on the dresser shining upward to the ceiling, creating the illusions of stars. I tip-toe farther into the room, mindful of where the woman has brought me: the nursery. 

Lying in the wooden crib against the wall is a baby. He’s swaddled in a blue blanket, eyes closed, snoozing away, oblivious to the world around him. Even in the shadows, I can see the family resemblance. His skin is a rich mocha, the same as his father. His little nose and full lips are that of his mother. As I stand there, watching the rise and fall of his tiny chest, a wave of serenity engulfs me. Nick and Shae are close by, as Shae promised they would be, watching over baby Nickolas. 

A gentle hand placed on my shoulder draws my attention away from the sleeping child. “Come now, before we wake him.” 

Once in the hall, she leads me down the stairs into the kitchen. “Would you like something to drink? Or eat? I understand the path you took to get here was taxing.” 

“Yes, both. If it isn’t any trouble.” I look down at my soggy clothes. “I’m so sorry, I’ve probably dripped water everywhere.” 

She laughs. “Here I have Princess Alaina, sitting in my kitchen—the one prophesied to save us all—and she’s worried about a little water and a simple meal. How delightful.” With a quick wave of her hand, a warm breeze engulfs. I’m dry in a matter of seconds.

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure.” Bustling around the kitchen, she reminds me of Ms. Potts from Beauty and the Beast with her plump figure and a jolly disposition. 

“So you’re Shae’s mother?” 

“Oh, heavens. How rude of me to forget my manners. I’m Patrice and yes, I’m Shae’s mother.” 

Watching her hurry around the kitchen, I remain quiet. When she sits the steaming plate in front of me, I thank her and dig in. 

“Go ahead and ask, child. I know you are curious.” 

Her remark catches me off guard. At first, I don’t understand what question she’s expecting. 

“Shae was my daughter and I miss her terribly, but we were aware of the risks when they bonded.” 

It dawns on me that she is expecting questions about Shae. “How long after Nickolas was born did she…” My words trail off as the thought of her dying tugs at my heart. 

“Two weeks. Agonizing weeks at that. Living without a soul is not really living at all. The only thing that kept her going was that precious baby of theirs. With him in her arms, she almost seemed like her old self. But when they were separated, the emptiness took over. One evening, I walked into the nursery just as she laid him down for the night. Her eyes had grown hollow, her face paler than I ever believed possible. As she sat in the rocking chair weeping, I knew what was happening. She was holding on to this life for her child and the Gods were allowing it. But the toll it had taken on her, it was no way to live. Finally, I told her that it was okay to let go. Nickolas knew her. Loved her. Death is only a temporary separation. Her place was in the Elysian Fields with her soulmate. She was taken by the Gods a day later.” 

Tears wet my cheeks. 

“Do not cry, my dear. She is at peace with Nick now and they come to visit often. Their essence merged together. Some days I can feel the harmony they bring with them. Others, it is Nickolas who makes me aware of their presence, gazing off into the distance, laughing at things only he has been allowed to see.” 

“I felt a swell of euphoria when I was in Nickolas’ room,” I say. “I knew they were there with me and that somehow everything would be okay.”

“It’s an amazing feeling, being in the presence of their spirit.” She gives me a quick peck on the forehead before continuing to busy herself around the kitchen.

I eat the rest of my meal in silence, even when Eric and Lincoln join me at the kitchen bar. Patrice places a steaming hot plate in front of them both. The two chow down, making small talk. Lincoln fills Eric in on our uneventful year in the human realm. Eric provides a brief overview of the attempts to rescue Brady and how he came upon the spell to create a temporary portal. 

“We’ll discuss the rest in more detail tomorrow when we meet with the Warriors,” Eric says, pushing his plate away. “If that’s okay with you, Alaina?”

“That’s fine.” After my talk with Patrice, I’m drained. 

“They have more information than me, considering they were the ones on the frontline. As for now, we should all get some rest.” He stands. “Thank you for the lovely meal, Patrice. As always, we appreciate your hospitality.” 

“Anything we can do to help. I will show these two to their rooms.” 

He smiles and bows then leaves the room without another word.

“If you two are done, I will lead you to your rooms.” 

Lincoln stands. “Thank you.” 

As we follow Patrice up the stairs, Lincoln hangs back a few feet, slowing our pace. “You okay? You were quiet during dinner, which is not like you at all. I was expecting you to bombard Eric with a million questions or insist you meet with Xavier at once.”

“I’m fine. And I do have a ton of questions, but I think it’s best if we all get some rest. What's a few more hours?”

“Understandable.” Lincoln leans in closer so only I can hear him. “What about Brady?” 

“He is alive and well, which is good enough for now. He’s not suffering. Though I can sense something is off with him. I’m not sure how to explain it. The connection is fuzzy almost. Like he’s there but not really.” I shake my head at the confused look on Lincoln’s face. “It’s not something I can describe. Just a feeling of sorts.” 

“But he’s well. That in itself is a good thing.” 

“Yes, it is.” 

We reach the end of the hall of the third floor. Patrice opens two doors across from each other. “Here we go. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

We both bid her goodnight and thank her. 

Lincoln stops me before I enter my room. “We will rescue him; you know that, right?” 

A smile spreads across my face. “There’s not a doubt in my mind.” 

[image: image-placeholder]Lincoln jogs up as I finish the last of my stretches from my early morning run. “What time did you get up this morning?”

“I couldn’t sleep. There’s a restlessness inside of me. After a few hours of sleep, I woke up drenched with an overwhelming need to get the hell out of that room. It was as if I was suffocating. As soon as the sun peeked over the horizon, I took off; the warm breeze in my hair, my lungs sucking in the fresh oxygen. After a few miles, the restlessness began to settle, but it wasn’t enough so I kept going.”

Lincoln stares at me in disbelief. He knows how much I hate to run. “How far did you go, exactly?” 

“Not sure. Maybe twelve miles?” 

“You’re kidding, right?”

I shrug. “It just felt right. Like I’ve been confined for an eternity and needed to escape.” 

His eyes widen as my heart sinks. “Alaina—”

“Don’t say it,” I cut him off before he has a chance to spew his theory—no doubt the same theory milling around in my head: my newfound need to run stems from Brady’s need to escape his imprisonment. “I know what you’re thinking.”

“We should head for the house. The meeting’s about to start.” 

I follow Lincoln into the house and down the first-floor hallway to the study. The room is massive and filled to the brim with thousands of books. A large mahogany desk sits toward the rear, under a set of floor to ceiling windows. Positioned in the center of the room is a small leather sofa set complete with matching end tables. Off to the right is a large oval table which matches the desk perfectly down to the designs embroidered into the cushioned chairs. 
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