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      “Are you out of your feeble mind?” I snarled, marching out of the Throne conference room in Kumuria.

      “Settle down.” My brother Zadkiel, ruler of the Dominion choir, chased after me into the echoing stone hallways.

      “You want me to find an Autumn Court fae who's escaped into the human realm? Intervening in other dimensional politics is not only risky but a surefire way to upset the Cerulean Council.”

      “True but wait. She broke out of a fae prison right under the Holly King, of the Winter Court’s nose.”

      “That’s impossible! How could anyone disappear from a fae controlled island?”

      “She did. And even more hilarious is that this fae island was hidden inside a human video game?”

      “What?” I squinted to digest my brother’s last words. I turned around, stopping so fast that Zadkiel slammed into me. “Son of a demon gnat,” I swore at the lower spirits flitting in the ether. I was the chief of thousands of fiery angels, ready to fight. Instead, he asked me to break my entertainment schedule to rescue an Unseelie fae from the magical realm that parallels the human borders. “

      “A little warning next time,” my brother snapped, straightening his shirt.

      “You mean this fae existed inside a Human-engineered RPG game that includes a mystical fae prison and escaped? How?”

      “By using a specialized crystal and reprogramming the circuit board.”

      My brother, normally a majestic leader, shrugged his shoulders in annoyance. “The fae made a treaty with a human designer.”

      “I figured as much.” From the outdoor proscenium, we soared into the sky, reaching the archangel apartments’ rooftop. Zadkiel’s large black wings shadowed the bright sun as he landed right beside me, blocking my exit into the stairwell leading to our private rooms.

      “How is it possible for sentient beings to exist inside a reality game?” I contemplated, still trying to figure out how a human created such a game.

      “The queen of the Seelie summer fae and king of the Unseelie winter fae have created a portal into a carnival. They can live inside the game and enjoy the benefits of feasting on the trapped humans who fall prey to their seduction.”

      “Interesting.” I furrowed my brows, what an ingenious idea. A ready pool of willing souls to satisfy their lustful desires.

      “The problem is—our favorite necromancer, Carman, discovered a way to project her sentient form into the game.”

      I released a low-pitched whistle. “And how did an imprisoned necromancer in the Nordic realm penetrate a video game?”

      “This is where things become complicated.”

      “Why?”

      “Remember, David Hollered, the man who attempted to assassinate our brother’s mate?”

      I recalled the attacks on Grace’s life and how they used the Seven Metals of Antiquity to drain all Ananiel’s strength from his body. I pushed at the anger, tightly sealed inside a box where all my feelings lived. I loved women, but the thought of my archeia and the gaping hole it left in my heart still burned raw in my soul.

      “They’re connected.”

      “If you know where she is, fetch her.” I didn’t see the immediate problem, or any logical reason Zadkiel needed my help to capture a fae. This had little to do with the Choir of Angels and my normal investigative duties.

      “There’s a problem—she’s in California, disguising as an owner of a pet adoption sanctuary for cats.”

      “And that is a serious issue—why?”

      “Because the ruler of Aurora intends to execute her.”

      “Ahh. So, I’m to protect this woman, keep her alive, then return her to the Winter Unseelie Court.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Tell me why we’re involved. Just have Grace send someone from the Paranormal Agency of the U.S. government and request her permits. When she refuses to comply, make it clear, she must leave without the proper consent of the council.”

      “We can’t. The council has chosen you to represent them in this situation and to minimize any conflict with the shifters in Yellowstone should they question our motives. Father has agreed.”

      “Why not shield her and let the woman live her life in hiding?”

      “Because the Holly King threatens to deliver a wrath of storms not seen in the pantheons since before the third millennium began if we don’t return her to him.”

      I heaved a sigh, trying to hide my frustration. “So, I’m expected to smooth feathers and convince the Holly King of our good intentions while protecting Tara from him.”

      Zadkiel materialized two whiskeys and handed me one. “Close enough.”

      “Why me?”

      “It’s your duty. As the lead investigator of supernatural crimes throughout the dimensions, it’s your job to help keep the peace.” He sighed and downed his drink in frustration. “You could at least show your face. You’ve vanished in the past month. It’s like you’re avoiding the council meetings. Do you really think it’s a good idea to send your second in command instead of attending yourself?”

      Meaning I’d wasted time.

      “Enough Zadkiel. I comprehend the urgency to collect and protect this female and return her to the Holly King. How long does the supernatural council have?”

      “We have until next week at the beginning of the autumnal equinox in the northern hemisphere.”

      “You owe me.”

      Zadkiel cleared his throat. “She’s your archeia and lives in San Gabriel, close to Moira and Uriel.”

      I threw up my hands. This changed the situation. My temper calmed. “If she is, then what? We can’t send her back into captivity.”

      “I’m aware. First locate her. Figure out if she is your archeia mate. If she is, protect her and find the fourth kundalini stone.”

      “And the Holly King?”

      “The council is aware of the possibility that she may be your mate. That’s a second reason you’re being sent to investigate.”

      I finished my drink and placed the glass back on the table. The weight of meeting my archeia sat heavy on my shoulders. If she was my mate, that would only make things more complicated because if I failed to make her fall in love with me, I’d not only cause father to lose the wager, but I’d be the one responsible for the true death of my brothers and their mates.

      Zadkiel cocked his brow before teleporting away. He’d set me up knowing that now I’d be obligated to find the woman if she was my long-lost archeia.

      Ever since those early days of losing my soul mate, I’d avoided any ties or commitments. Over the centuries, I’d traveled place to place, never settling down in one location for too long, hoping to avoid any emotional attachment. I’d enjoy the night, then leave before dawn. It suited me. After my brother, Jophiel, married Christine and replaced the tiger’s eye inside the solar plexus of the kundalini dragon. I accepted the inevitable. I’d have to face my fear and open myself up to that kind of love again. But seeing my brother’s happiness, maybe I was wrong to fear it.

      Gazing across the pure white expanse of Kumuria’s central plaza, I set out to the Sarim prince’s complex to pick up healing herbs and crystals from the gardens of Kumuria. Since I’d be stopping off at the bakery, my brother’s wife ran in Pasadena. I didn’t dare show up without the celestial spices Moira used inside her potions.

      After my errand, I made my way to the tesseract platforms, ready to leave the angelic realm behind.
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      I loved the sanctuary where I’d found my home since escaping the confines of the prison I’d lived in for decades. Today, as soon as I stepped foot into the pet store, the air was heavy with dread. Every hair on my neck came alive with warning. I turned the sign to open, glanced around the room, and fought the urge to turn and bolt. The macaw let out a long squawk that drew my attention to the right corner of the bird section.

      “Freddy.” I called for my night shift caretaker.

      No answer.

      The macaw’s croaking was like a rusty hinge grating against my senses, and my skin crawled. As I made my way towards the feed storage room, it felt as if I were walking into a trap, my skin prickling with a mix of fear. I opened the door and snarled with disgust at the macabre scene before me. I discovered the lifeless twisted corpse of a helpless worfolk from the fae courts. My sister’s cruelty, cooked in the juices of my hate at the horrific sight before me. His pale limbs contorted in agony from the restraints. The iron cage draped over his body, its bars casting dark shadows on the floor. The pile of salt at his feet glimmered under the fluorescent lights, mocking the fae’s helplessness. Whoever did this wanted him to suffer an agonizing death.

      The desiccated corpse held a parchment with my name written in metallic silver.

      “More will die if you don’t return to the Vale.”

      A fury pounded and rippled in time to the beating of my heart as I watched the fae’s body disintegrate into dust after removing the parchment. The ominous message held only one possibility; my life was about to take a sinister turn. This could only mean one thing: the Unseelie Holly King of the Winter Court and my sister, the Autumn Unseelie Queen, were aware of my whereabouts.

      Making my way to the cat’s play area, I sprinted through the rear door. In an hour, the facilities and its surroundings would be teeming with customers.

      I shielded my eyes from the sun and glanced out toward the cat sanctuary I’d created for small bobcats and other animals I found wounded in the forest. I hollered for Freddy, but the only response was the echo of my voice bouncing off the trees.

      Nothing.

      As I turned to leave, I found myself face to face with three Autumn Court foot-soldiers from my hamlet. One I’d trained with growing up. They didn’t shield their fae appearance. The foot-soldiers were a menacing sight, their eyes blazing with hatred. The air seemed to ripple in anticipation of their attack. Even from a distance, I sensed the force of their presence.

      I tried to run, but they trapped me inside an invisible boundary they’d constructed. “You’re coming with us,” one of them whispered in my ear, his breath cold and foul.

      I closed my eyes, ready for the worst. “Fuck you!” I hissed like a viper, ready to take down the entire court if that’s what it took to gain my freedom. Standing amidst the chaos, I clenched my fist in desperation. These assholes had wreaked havoc on innocent lives for far too long, and it was time for their reign of terror to end. I closed eyes, focusing on the dormant energy within me. The memories of my mother and the royal court of her reign flooded my thoughts, reminding me of the strength I once possessed. With every ounce of determination, I channeled that power, aware it surged through my veins like a long-lost friend returning home. The air crackled with electricity as I raised my hands, palms facing upward, and I chanted the incantation of my youth.

      The slump in my shoulders dissipated, and I stood tall,  sensing a difference, as if they had flipped a switch inside me. I faced the leader with newfound confidence. I refused to surrender and become a captive again.

      The one closest to me spasmed when I transformed his earth power into a binding spell, preventing him from fighting back. My childhood nemesis stared at me in disbelief. His dark coloring faded from his face.

      I surprised the leader with my sudden show of force. He had expected me to cower and submit, not fight back. I could see the fear in his eyes as he realized I was no longer the timid prisoner he had once known.

      “You’re stronger than before,” he croaked out, struggling against the invisible binds I had placed on him.

      “I am.” My eyes burned with defiance. “And I won’t be a pawn in the Unseelie Court games anymore.” With a flick of my wrist, I sent him flying into a nearby tree, knocking him unconscious. The others hesitated for a moment before disappearing into the shadows, leaving me alone in the petting zoo.

      Breathing heavily, I continued to look for the groundskeeper who should be out feeding the cats right about now. Had he seen? I scanned the magic wards Kael had placed around the property to shield any human from seeing our real identity. I sighed when I spotted him behind the chicken coop where I cultivated a vegetable garden and a few chickens for fresh eggs. “Have you seen Freddy?”

      “Nope, he might have left early. I’ll check with Kael and text you.”

      “Did anyone mention a disturbance?”

      “Like what?” He shrugged his shoulders and went back to tossing feed.

      “Maybe a group of kids playing pranks.”

      “No. According to the last shift notes, the night has been quiet.”

      “Thanks.” I chewed my lower lip, trying to figure what was nagging at the back of my mind.

      “No problem. If I see him, I’ll have him check in with you.”

      “Stay alert.”

      I walked to the edge of my property and studied the portal into the otherworld. Disappointment settled heavy in my heart, as I realized what had happened. The luminescent blue doorway I had used to travel between the magical city and my home was now illuminated with a deep red hue. This change showed that the fae had found its location. Kael, my childhood friend and soul protector had used an invisibility sigil to keep the door hidden from view, but it seemed my sister was one step ahead of us and sought to intimidate me with leaving one of our own foot-soldiers from the autumn court as a message.

      I pulled out my phone and punched in Kael’s number.

      “Meet me at my house as soon as possible.”

      “What’s up?” My call must have completely baffled him.

      “I’m leaving the sanctuary now and we need to talk.”

      “Are you alright?”

      “They’ve found me.”

      “I’ll be at the house in ten.” He disconnected the call, and no doubt was on his way.

      Kael arrived after I did. His worried expression showed in the creases around his eyes. We sat down at the kitchen table, my hands trembling. This can’t be happening.”

      “What do you mean?” Kael drummed the table, waiting for me to gain my bearing.

      “I can’t find Freddy anywhere. He’s not answering his phone.” Panic set in as Kael tapped his number, only to be met with voicemail.

      My mind immediately jumped to the worst-case scenario. “What if one of the fae from my hamlet has harmed him?”

      “Take a deep breath and start from the beginning.”

      “I arrived at work, unlocked the shop, and was met with a gruesome scene. One of the worfolk from Aurora chained to the outside of the large iron birdcage, like a warning.”

      Kael’s brow crinkled. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes! What if Freddy goes into the store? The injured fae could have killed him.”

      “Let’s assume he left early last night.”

      “How did they break the wards and who told them where I’d made my home?” Now I tried to contain the cry within me as I realized all my best precautions hadn’t really shielded me at all.

      “The moles for the rebel band warned me of a breech, but I ignored them, believing` the wards would continue to hide the portal.”

      “Apparently they haven’t,” I reminded Kael, as my voice trembled with fear.

      “What do you plan to do now that Sabrina has sent her foot-soldiers?”

      “I don’t have a clue.” As the words escaped my lips, I felt like a helpless animal dropped into a bullring, unsure of what to do or say next. “Any ideas?”

      Kael gave me an encouraging look and grasped my hand. “We'll figure it out. I won't let them take you back.”

      He didn't even comprehend the full extent of what happened except that I escaped from my prison inside the faerie game and had no desire to find my fate in the hands of the Winter or Autumn Courts. "I need you to go to Wildelea and investigate the situation.”

      “And what do you expect to learn?”

      “I urge you to do everything in your power to gather as much information as possible, as I strongly suspect that the Holly King who held me hostage was behind the attack of those foot-soldiers. It is of utmost importance for me to know whether my sister is aiding the Winter Court.”

      “I’ll do my best. But I need you to be careful while I’m gone.”

      “The wards have weakened, or someone has broken your spell.”

      “I’ll triple the sigil protection wards and create new ones along the portal entrance leading into the sanctuary before I leave.”

      “Thank you.” Now that I’ve experienced my childhood magick, I wanted it back. I couldn’t risk an innocent mortal being hurt. And at limited strength, I was vulnerable.

      No other option was available to me except for one. I’d have to risk going into the sacred royal pagoda to drink from the Emerald Falls if I planned on saving myself and all I’d worked for here at the sanctuary. I wished, for once, that Kael could accompany me, but because he wasn’t of royal blood or my consort, the ancient healing pools barred him. I had little choice but to risk entering and being captured as a traitor to the people of Aurora.

      Despite rumors that a band of trolls were patrolling the supernatural road, I had to take the risk. I couldn’t fight the Holly King or any of the assassins when my magic wasn’t at full strength. If my transformational powers to bend energy were not at full capacity, my survival would be uncertain. I walked past the fae this morning. The pile of salt left on it immediately reminded me of the crystalline salt that the Holly King used to put in my bathing pools. His intention was to make sure that my powers remained under his control, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of dread as memories flooded my mind.

      Sitting in my car, I closed my eyes and glamoured my presence before I approached the border of my property.

      The air crackled with alchemy. I located the ley line separating the otherworld from the human realm. Placing my hands over the portal entrance into the Faerie realm, I visualized the Emerald River of Ti´r an Bronntanas. Up ahead, the doorway into the ancient healing pools shone with a blend of purple rays waiting for my royal sigil signature to allow me entrance. I had an uncomfortable sensation in my throat. If someone had tampered with the code. What would I do? I pushed the thought aside and focused on my task. With a deep breath, I traced the arcane symbols. The surrounding air shimmered. The gateway opened, and I stepped through, a rush of jubilation washes over me.

      I entered the deep hunter green of the fae forest. The glistening emerald water sparkled to life with thousands of tiny undines of electrical energy. I wanted to shower under the waterfall and play in the stream with the sprites, but being here held a risk. I made my way towards the one pool surrounded by purple rays of healing light.

      Makara, a Hindi Sea serpent, defended the entrance. Only members of the four noble families could reserve the sanctified pools, which were believed to possess magical properties. If any other person dared to enter them, their fate would remain a mystery.

      “I’ve waited long for your return.” Makara’s words were cautious in case this was a trap.

      “Tis been rather a formidable journey this past century.” I lifted my left arm, showing her a shamrock and a verdant feather to authenticate my identity.

      Makara nodded in understanding. If any overheard, they would presume I was my sister, the queen of the Autumn Court.

      “Your temple bath awaits you.”

      She led me to the entrance of the royal pools, each a deep emerald color. Years ago, before Makara and I were old enough to understand the power that flowed from these waters, she had shown me this place, and now I needed to recharge my reserves, alerting no one inside Aurora to my arrival.

      I dove into the pool's depths, and Makara followed me. We swam through dark tunnels until we reached our hiding spot as children—a small crevice hidden by seaweed-covered rocks. After finding a cove to settle into, I transformed the surrounding rock into sea rods to ensure that no trolls lurking the highway would recognize me. Together, Makara and I would rest and find solace amidst the cruelty of our hamlet after my mother’s death.

      “How are you here?” She embraced me with such warmth and love that my guard lowered for a moment.

      “I have little time. I need to restore my strength to keep my glamour shields in place and to protect myself from the Holly King.”

      “What can I do?”

      “Bring me the seaweed nectar and a tourmaline amulet that I can wear.”

      “You need to return home and claim your rightful place as queen.”

      “I have no interest in leading. I want nothing to do with politics and my sister’s jealousy.”

      “Your people need you to come back.”

      “Don’t ask it of me.”

      “Tell me of Sabrina’s betrayal and why is the Winter king in search of you?”

      “She intended my death but sold me to the Unseelie Winter King as a bartering chip to be used inside an enchanted prison.”

      “Based on your arrival here, you’ve escaped.”

      “I’ve been living in the human realm for the past year.”

      “Now that you’re alive, you have an obligation to right the wrongs.”

      “I can’t.”

      “When will you return to the pools?” I didn’t miss the disappointment in her tone. She failed to comprehend the cruelty of the suffering I had gone through in the human game, where I was forced to aid the dark fae in stealing the souls of innocent humans for their sexual pleasure. I wanted to be left alone inside the mortal world, where nobody demanded anything from me or expected me to save them from their own desires.

      “If anyone picks up my signature, they’ll realize I’ve been here and will soon regain my full powers.”

      Makara looked at me with a mixture of sadness and understanding. She realized I was teetering on the brink between my sense of responsibility to free my people from Sabrina’s tyranny and my desire to dodge the threats of the Kingdom’s blindness to her lies. Before we could express anything more, we discerned the noise of approaching footfalls. We both perceived it was time for me to go.

      With a heavy heart, I embraced Makera and promised to return as soon as possible. Then, sensing danger, I plunged deeper into the greenish cavern and resurfaced in the bathing falls, allowing Makera to return to her watch post.

      I broke out through the Emerald River portal with an energy I hadn't savored since Sabrina sold me into slavery before replacing our mother as queen. As I sauntered through the otherworld, I couldn't evade the notion of being spied on. No doubt an assassin lurked in the shadows, waiting for the ideal moment to attack me for the bounty they’d received.

      I hastened away from the Faerie realm, not experiencing any serenity until I reached the community of the air elemental city of Shimmerville. This was why I’d elected this area to migrate and start my pet sanctuary. Without easy access from the otherworld, I felt secure, blending with the mortal race.

      Without warning, a massive troll stepped in front of me. Our gazes locked in a silent battle of wills. Then, with a roar, the troll swung its club, intent on crushing me in a single blow.

      I dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding the attack.

      When I stood at the edge of the air elementals' territory, I immediately called out for help.

      With lightning speed, Icesh appeared, and I reached up, taking the sword that the Sylph handed me. I slashed the sword across the troll’s chest, opening a deep gash in its thick hide. The troll's rage boiled over as it let out a deafening bellow and swung its club again. But this time, I was ready. I leaped into the air with the help of Icesh magick. I somersaulted over the troll’s head and landed behind him.

      With a decisive strike, I plunged my sword into the back of the troll’s neck, severing his spinal cord and ending its days as a hunter.

      I stood with the sword clutched in my hand, my body shaking with exhaustion. I knew that the fight wasn’t over yet, and I prepared myself to take on whatever came next. The air elementals hovered nearby, their eyes watchful and their faces grim as they surveyed the area for any further threats.

      “Come across before his commander returns. Hurry,” Icesh said, creating a menacing cloud overhead, giving me time to slip into their village.

      “What’s up with the trolls inside the passageways?” I asked once I was inside the boundaries.

      “The Holly king announced a reward for your capture or proof of your death.”

      “I expected a legion of demons to hunt me down in the human realm, not here.”

      “He hired the troll assassins. They search for a way to destroy the sigil wards and enter through your portal.”

      “Last night, someone left me a warning. A dead fae tied to a cage of iron. This morning Sabrina sent a squad of men to frighten me into returning to the Vale.”

      I watched Icesh, trying to read her enigmatic expression. To my surprise, the corner of her mouth twitched into a ghost of a smile as she met my gaze. The glint of amusement that sparkled in her eyes startled me.

      “I’m glad I was flying over the crossroads.”

      “What do you find so pleasing?” I asked, shuffling my feet.

      “Welcome back to your destiny.”

      “I’m not going back to Aurora.” I chewed the corner of my lip, knowing that’s what she and the others wanted from me.

      “I’ll station an extra squadron of guards around the portal.”

      “I’ve got to leave tonight. My old life is something I want no part of.

      “Your sister will find you as long as she considers you a threat to the archangel she’s determined to claim as her birthright.” Her wings flittered, drawing my attention away from her words.

      “The legend is just a prophesy with little power.”

      “You challenge even the fates now?”

      I rolled my eyes, not willing to believe in childhood stories. “Thanks again.” I slipped into the human realm through the portal. I had to stay vigilant and to be ready for whatever came next.

      With a heavy heart, I headed to my office, hoping Kael had heard the news from his rebel spies.
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      With the store crowded, I could blend in. I relaxed my stance. As I opened the door, the chimes signaled my entrance, and one worker glanced my way and said hello. I nodded. A group of kids gathered around a large dog pen with a variety of puppies. Their laughter warmed my heart.

      Among the exotic birds, I found a niche that was unoccupied, and there I waited for Tara to address customer questions. My curiosity led me to find out whether she was indeed my lost archeia, my soul mate.

      I couldn't take my eyes off her. Her luxurious hair glistened in the light. Crimson lipstick brightened her voluptuous mouth. She had a certain allure that seemed to radiate from her very being. I wanted to reach out and tuck a wayward strand of black hair behind her ear. Something tugged at the back of my mind as I looked at her familiar face.

      But where had I seen her before?

      And when?

      The sense of recognition was overwhelming, yet I couldn’t quite place it. Rarely did I visit the fae realm. That was Uriel’s passion, not mine. I preferred the human resorts where drink and women flowed like presents at Christmas.

      An eerie sensation continued to nag at me. A premonition, a sense that if I followed through with my plans to return Tara to the Winter King that I’d be making a dangerous mistake.

      Zadkiel’s uncertainty left me with little choice but to find out the truth. I closed my eyes and focused on my connection to the akashic records. I asked for clarity about our soul connection and sought to see her rebirth records.

      My eyes opened to a vision of her in a celadon armored chain-mail tunic. Her long tassel of hair flowing in the wind. I remembered our past before my father had separated us. A profound connection between our souls, as if we were one entity. Had I met her again in this lifetime? Surely, I'd know she was my predestined partner? A part of me felt familiar with her physical incarnation—but how?

      Desire coursed through my veins as I beheld the woman before me. She ignited my insatiable curiosity, urging me to delve deep and uncover all the secrets she held within. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth as a thrill of anticipation filled me.

      As if reading my thoughts, the woman’s head snapped up. She narrowed her eyes and zeroed in like a camera lens. I averted my gaze, pretending to be interested in the exotic birds around me. I could feel her eyes on me, assessing whether I meant her harm. Tara’s aura contained black spots of anger tinged with fear. Internal angst showed in the tense set of her jaw. I needed to act fast before she ran off.

      My archeia needed angelic protection from the council if she planned to escape the Holly King and Autumn Queen’s accusations of treason against the fae courts.

      She strode away from the customers she’d been serving and marched over to me. Her aura of confidence captivated me. She extended her arm.

      I grasped her hand with a firm grip. A dizzying current raced through me. An electric shock of her touch sent my heart in overdrive.

      The immediate chemistry between us kept my blood humming. I soaked in her essence, taking in her every movement, every word, every gesture. “Excuse me. Can you explain the food requirements of the macaw?” I pointed towards a display of tropical birds.

      She paused for a moment and took the bird from its cage. “Dried fruit, veggies, seeds, and, occasionally, a grasshopper or two.”

      We talked about animals, the weather, and how I owned a cat sanctuary. The air between us was explosive with tension. I tried to ignore it, but a part of myself was reflected in her eyes, which both excited and terrified me. The idea of uniting two hearts once again filled me with hope, yet also fear, as I wasn't sure if I was ready to commit. I knew who she was but wasn’t ready to accept the information as gospel truth since it meant putting my heart on the chopping block and taking a chance at love.

      Tara led me through the adoption center and to an area where she sold pet items as she explained the various species of birds. I glanced down at my watch. In fifteen minutes, she’d be closing the public areas.

      I became enchanted by her charm as we walked through the store. The love she poured over the animals in her care impressed me. I looked past the human glamor she wore to soften her more powerful fae looks. She was striking with her shiny black hair. Her eyes, a deep brown, had a goldenrod circle around the edge of her irises. Unique.

      A nagging awareness hit me. I’d seen eyes like hers. A rarity in the fae world.

      “Have we met before?”

      “I doubt it. I moved into the area last year. Is this your first time visiting my sanctuary?”

      “My brother sang your praises.” The scar below my nipple itched with a sharp burning sensation where father had ripped our archeia’s from our heart. I crossed my arms to distract myself from remembering my lost archeia and the loneliness. “He’s impressed at how you reopened the zoo, store, and cat sanctuary. You’ve brought this establishment back to life after the owner’s death.”

      “Thank you, but it’s the workers who protect them from the cruelty of predators.” The red flush on her cheeks and the flaring of her nostrils told me she was affected as well.

      “Excuse me,” came a frantic voice from behind us.

      I turned around. A teenager ran toward Tara.

      “What’s wrong?” her smiling pretense disappeared as she took the hand of the young man.

      “They’ve found Freddy.” He whispered in her ear, unaware of my angelic sense of hearing. Her olive complexion paled, telling me this was a serious problem.

      “Is he alright?”

      “I think so.”

      “Close up the store. Where’s Kael?”

      “Not sure. I’ll check his office.”

      She dismissed her employee, and the guy went to close the adoption center, which comprised me and a few customers at the register.

      “Mr…”

      “Chamuel Conner.” I reached for her shaking hand.

      “I’m Tara Sunder.” She accepted the gesture, but it was obvious she wanted me to leave.

      “Bad news? You seem distressed.”

      “If you’ll excuse me, I need to take care of a situation. If you need anything else, Martin will be glad to assist you.”

      She hurried down the aisle and slipped out a rear door leading into the private buildings. I excused myself from Martin and left out the front door, trying not to lose track of her. Donning an invisibility shield, I picked up her scent and followed them. With any luck, Tara’s fae abilities wouldn’t be able to see through the shield or sense my presence. Up ahead, a collection of wooden buildings blended into the hilly background. I teleported inside the manager’s office. Still glamoured, I took that moment to investigate before Tara opened the door and witnessed another unfortunate situation. Against the corner wall, a human sat crumbled on the floor babbling about shadow creatures that had chased him through the woods.

      Being well-versed in the symptoms of a fae-induced madness, I wasted no time in alerting his guardian angels telepathically, requesting them to come together and heal his mind.

      I evaluated the circumstances. If this creature attacked Freddy, it wouldn't hesitate to hurt Tara. I'd seen enough monsters in my lifetime to know the signs of danger. Its oil-slick silhouette skulked in the peripheral of my vision, but when I spun around, the darkness faded, and a black-eyed figure snarled back at me. It sharpened its claws into razor points.

      I glanced around, hoping Tara wouldn’t open the door. I reached for my sword, but the creature’s movements were quick. He faded into thin air. His mocking laughter echoed in the darkness, as though he were daring me to pursue him.

      The door suddenly swung open with a loud bang, prompting me to swiftly strengthen my glamour shield just in time. Tara and Kael both rushed inside, her face filled with relief as she sat down beside Freddy.

      Wary of drawing attention to my presence, I stayed glued to the side wall while sensing Freddy’s angelic guardians trying to soothe his fearful mind. Using a memory erase was out of the question; I couldn’t risk Tara or Kael realizing there were other supernaturals in the room.

      Freddy stuttered out choppy words, his eyes glaring at Tara with a mixture of fear and desperation. “I-I had a date after work,” he paused, taking shallow gulps of air as if reliving the traumatic experience. “I changed clothes and then the sound of voices.”

      Kael kneeled in front of Freddy with his arms balanced on his knees. “Tell us about the attack. We’ll believe anything you say.”

      “It was like a nightmare,” Freddy’s words spilled out uncontrollably. “Something powerful yanked the doorknob out of my grip and pulled me inside against my will. Shadows filled the room, and I swung my arms around, but it was like they were taunting me-like bullies do.”

      “Then what?” Tara’s soothing voice broke through the tension, coaxing Freddy to continue. Kael stood and scanned the room, undoubtedly sensing my presence. Quick to avoid detection, I teleported to the other side near the exit where I’d previously searched for any other supernatural beings. But all I could sense were humans working the grounds outside.

      The creature had petrified this mortal, and I was positive they were the demon shadows of the fae realm. Despite the Winter king receiving word from the supernatural council that Tara would be returned to him, he still sent dark demons. I didn’t know why he would go to this extreme, but I was going to find out.

      I planned to return to the Celestial realm when the tip of an angel blade poked the spine of my wing.

      A wisp of air brushed my ear. I glanced around to locate Tara. She was still comforting Freddy and didn’t appear to be aware of Kael’s departure.

      “If you intend to live another day angel, you best explain why you are here?”

      “Back off, Kael. I’m here to help her.” I materialized, cautious of the blade poking my ribs.

      “Move.” He pushed me toward a storage room. Once I stepped through the invisible ward, I found myself caged. On the three walls was an imprisoning angel sigil symbol preventing me from teleporting out.

      This was a nice kettle of fish I found myself in. Never did I expect to be captured unaware.

      “How long do you plan on keeping me against my will?”

      “I’m asking the questions. What are you sniffing around here for?”

      “They sent me to safeguard her.”

      “Who sent you?”

      “My father, leader of Kumuria within the celestial realm.”

      He squinted. His light green eyes contemplating my words. “Why?”

      “She escaped the Winter Court, and the Holly King has requested our help in bringing her back.”

      “That was your first mistake. You’re not sending her back. Just leave her in peace.”

      “If you don’t allow me to help her, more hunters will continue to arrive. The bounty will encourage many supernaturals to chase after her.”

      “So, you’re here for money.”

      “No. Tara is my celestial archeia. I’m here to rescue my mate and take her home with me.”

      “What foolishness. Tara is no man’s mate. If you threaten to harm her, you’ll be a dead angel by morning.”

      Not willing to allow anyone to gain the upper hand, I didn’t let him see me react when he pointed the knife right below my heart. One slip and my immortal life was over. “Remove the blade, Kael, or I’ll break your god-forsaken neck.”

      “Big talk for a man under my control.”

      As Freddy and Tara approached, I braced myself for a potential attack. Kael swiftly sheathed his knife at my signal.

      “We’re on the same side,” I growled in a low voice. Kael’s eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      “Why should I believe you?”

      “Because it’s her destiny.” I let my words sink in.

      “What’s happening out here?” Tara asked.

      I shielded my presence as Tara turned to Kael, her confusion clear on her face who he was talking to.

      Kael’s gaze held a warning as he spoke to me. “I heard noise and went to investigate the surrounding buildings.” Kael turned to Freddy. “Take a few days off with pay.”

      “Thanks,” Freddy muttered before quickly making his way to his truck.

      I materialized inside the utility room. Tara took a step back in shock upon seeing my true form.

      “What are you? And why are you stalking me?” she demanded, her voice tinged with fear and curiosity.

      “I’m an archangel, a member of The Order of the Cerulean Council.” Recognition flicker in her gold-rimmed eyes, maybe even a spark of interest. “We in the angelic realm are aware of the danger you are in.” I calmly explained, hoping she wouldn’t immediately reject my reason for being at her sanctuary, forcing me to reveal my identity.

      “I don’t need your help. I want to be left alone,” Tara snapped, crossing her arms and tapping her foot impatiently. She fixed her gaze on the floor, refusing to meet my eyes. “Just leave me alone.”

      Tara scowled as she gradually stared up at me, her eyes narrowed in suspicion and her voice trembled as she spoke, her scowl betraying the inner turmoil she was experiencing. “I don’t need your help,” she said with a hint of frustration.

      Her emotions shone around her aura, revealed that she desperately wanted someone to reach out to her. She felt torn between pushing others away and longing for someone to understand her pain.

      I tenderly reached and brushed a finger across her cheek. “Unfortunately, that isn’t an option.” Her determination wavered and for a second, I swore I glimpsed a glimmer of desire as she leaned into my touch.

      “Why not?” She stepped closer—our bodies inches from each other. Every cell in my body recognized her, yet a nagging thought crept inside. Had I seen her in this incarnation before?

      “You escaped a human virtual reality game.”

      “And?”

      “He will stop at nothing to get you back.”

      Tara’s expression turned into one of fear and panic. “How did you find me?”

      “The Holly King put a bounty on your head. We received a request from the supernatural council to locate you and bring you back to either the Winter or Autumn Unseelie courts.

      Tara let out a frustrated growl and paced back and forth in front of me. “My sister—why can’t she leave it alone?”

      Kael’s eyebrows shot up in surprise at our interaction. He turned to face both of us, crossed his arms, and waited for either of us to acknowledge his presence.

      Gathering my courage, I spoke again. “I can protect you.”

      Tara looked between Kael and me, considering my words. Finally, she turned to Kael. “Do you believe him?”

      Kael turned back to me with questioning eyes. I nodded silently, confirming that she was indeed my mate and that I would do everything in my power to keep her safe.

      “He’ll keep his word and won’t allow anyone to harm you while under his protection.”

      Tara’s hand reached out hesitantly towards me as her fingers contacted my hand. A surge of electricity and warmth shot through me, confirming our bond.

      Before I could revel in the moment, Tara withdrew her hand and stared at me with wide eyes. The golden rim around her irises glowed, showing the strength of our connection.

      “Hold him captive here for the night. I need time to think before I completely trust him with my life.”

      “Go home and let me handle the situation here.” Kael’s hand hovered over his angel blade; a weapon usually reserved for battling fallen angels. What was a fae doing with such a powerful weapon?

      Tara was not easily swayed. “No, Kael, I won’t give into violence without a cause.”

      “The council sent him to return you to the Winter Court, whether he claims to be your protector.”

      “You said he was telling the truth.”

      “He speaks with sincerity, but I still wonder what his motivations are.”

      Tara shot me a steely look before responding. “Is that your true intention, Mr. Connor? Or do you have ulterior motives?”

      I held her gaze, determined to gauge her gut instincts as a supernatural being. “Do you really believe I’d betray you after I swore to protect you?” Inhaling deeply, I faced her analytical stare head-on. “I’m here to uncover a hidden truth behind why the Holly King is so eager to have you back. I want to know what happened. Why you fear returning to your home to claim your rightful place as queen?”

      Colored drained from her lovely face and I knew I’d hit a mark.

    



OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/angel-wings--288-x-288-px-288-x-288-px-288-x-288-px.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/bb---ebook-bound-by-destiny---jaylee-austin-b04.jpg
ARCHANGEL,SARIM,RRINCE SERIES:' BOOK{4]

—






OEBPS/images/bianca-reeves-312-x-500-px.jpg





