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  Darkness was still on the lands of Pasidian Palace when Levi, Harrison, and a group of Guardians finished their combat drills in the training unit. After all of the chaos of dealing with the Council of Worlds, and preparing Reece to take up permanent residence in Pemdas, Levi was relieved to be in his normal routine again.




  “How is it that you were able to counter my last attack so efficiently?” Harrison asked as he swallowed a gulp of water.




  “Why would you believe that I would be incapable?” Levi questioned. “You completely gave yourself away with your conceited smirk, as you always do before you attack.”




  Harrison shook his head. “It was obvious your mind was somewhere else! I knew I had you.”




  Levi reached for his water, “I have told you time and time again, your arrogance will always give your opponent the upper hand.”




  “Arrogance!” Harrison huffed, “I prefer to think it is merely extreme confidence.”




  “My point has been made.” Levi said as he took a sip of the water. “And even though my thoughts were indeed otherwise engaged, I still was able to counter your stealthy attack.”




  “Regardless, I figured I’d have you on that particular attack—especially now that you are betrothed.”




  “Betrothed?” Levi scoffed. “I will never understand your way of thinking, nor will I try to. How could Reece accepting my hand in marriage serve as a distraction in combat training?”




  “Love is weakness, my good friend.” Harrison clapped him on the shoulder before turning to clean up their equipment.




  Levi followed him, picking up sparring weapons, “And that is where you will always be wrong,” he glanced at Harrison with a knowing smile, “as it was that particular emotion that served to enhance my fighting skills this morning.”




  Harrison sighed, “Nevertheless, I am exceedingly happy for you and Reece. Have you determined whether or not you will go through a Pemdai ceremony, or will you choose something from Earth’s cultures?”




  “I think that answer was obvious when I reported to our training.” Levi said with a laugh. “Reece would have woken up in my arms today, had I chosen the Pemdai ceremony.”




  “If you ask me—” Harrison said as he smiled wryly at Levi.




  “I’m not asking you,” Levi interrupted, “or seeking your relationship advice.” There was no point in taking part of a discussion like this with his cousin. Harrison’s views about relationships differed immensely from Levi’s, and any topic of conversation over the matter would be pointless. “I will honor the traditions that Reece is most familiar with. She is sacrificing a lot by being forced to live here and adjust to our customs. The least I can do for her is to give her a ceremony that she is more accustomed to.”




  “Forced?” Harrison said with a laugh. “I saw the look in her eyes when your father ordered that she should live in Pemdas for her safety, and she hardly seemed upset about it.”




  Levi studied Harrison for a moment. “Well, the least I can do for her is to give her a ceremony that she is accustomed to.”




  “A true romantic!” Harrison teased as they left the building. “Well, get ready. I am quite confident that the palace will turn into a whirlwind of chaos as frantic, female emotions commence preparations for such an event.”




  “I’ll find my way out of that!” Levi grinned. “I am merely the groom.”




  “Yeah, right!” Harrison said mockingly. “We have witnessed firsthand how women on Earth deal with such events, and we’ve greatly pitied those grooms as well! You will be lucky if you are able to return to your duties, as Reece will need your opinions on—”




  “Fortunately,” Levi smoothly interrupted him, “having paid close attention to her throughout the years, I know perfectly well that she is not one to over react over such things.”




  Harrison said nothing as they entered the palace, but the expression on his face told Levi that he was about to discover a whole different side to the woman he loved. Levi smiled in return. Harrison’s opinions about women and social affairs were always ridiculous; and no matter what Levi said to defend any of it, Harrison would never listen.




  They walked into the command center to retrieve their assignments from Samuel. There was a larger group of Guardians reporting than usual, and Levi was concerned as to why.




  “Gentlemen,” Samuel said as the men took their seats, filling the large conference area. “It appears as though Emperor Navarre and I were correct to assume that guarding Earth would consist of us needing more men. The Emperor’s final demands to the Council of Worlds have led a few domains to challenge our obligation to protect Earth.”




  Harrison sat back in his seat and crossed his arms, “Do they not understand we revel in a good challenge?”




  A tiny grin drew up in the corner of Samuel’s mouth, “Apparently not. Either way, they are taking their humiliation out on us by trying to harm and terrorize the humans, and it is up to us to prevent their contact. We are dispatching more men to Earth than usual until it quiets down some.”




  Vincent, Samuel’s chief advisor, stepped forward, “The military leaders from Earth have permitted the use of our aircrafts, so long as they remain invisible to the human eye. If any of these species try to frighten those of Earth by making their presence known through their space crafts, it is your duty to transport their crafts back to their realm and permanently disable them.” He looked over at Harrison and Levi, “You men will head up this operation until we have familiarized more Guardians with the process of removing the unidentified crafts from airspace.” Vincent addressed the rest of the Guardians, “If these realms seek to argue with the disabling of their crafts, you will take action against the beings as your training commands you.”




  Levi exhaled in frustration. The last thing he wanted to do was to leave Reece the morning after he asked for her hand in marriage. He nodded in agreement, but resolved to speak to Samuel about it after the meeting. Harrison, of course, was beaming with excitement that they had the opportunity to use the Pemdai aircrafts on Earth.




  “We are not in a state of emergency,” Samuel said, “but they are definitely making us work for our cause.”




  A few other men interjected their thoughts, but all-in-all the meeting went smoothly and was concluded quickly. When the meeting was adjourned, Levi followed Samuel into his office. “Commander.”




  “Ah! Levi.” Samuel said as he approached him. He held out his hand and shook it, “Congratulations are an order for you and Reece.” He walked back over to his desk and sat down, “I must say, your father and I just discussed your seeing the map to stone…extremely intriguing.” He stated confidently, “And helpful as well, although, I am quite confident we will never have use for its powers.”




  “I agree, sir; however, aside from that, I am here to request leave for at least one or two days.”




  Samuel smiled, “Granted! I’ll have Vincent assign another instructor in your place; however, I am sure Harrison will give you a hard time about this.”




  “He’ll get over it.”




  “Enjoy your leave, and extend my well wishes to the future Mrs. Oxley as well.” Samuel said as Levi turned to leave.




  On his way out of the command center, Harrison left the group of men he was speaking to and followed Levi. “Where do you think you’re going?”




  Levi never stopped, but continued to walk back toward his room with purpose. “Daylight will be in an hour, and I have plans for Reece and myself.”




  “And so it begins,” Harrison taunted.




  “What begins?”




  “Your backing out of your duties to be with a lovely lady.” Harrison stated with a knowing smile.




  Levi glanced over at him. “I’m sure you’ll survive.”




  “Indeed, I will,” Harrison boasted. “But I am still perplexed as to why you would back out on a rare opportunity to use our aircrafts.”




  “Perplexed?” Levi said with a laugh. He stopped and faced his cousin, “Harrison, Reece and I haven’t had any time together, period.” Levi answered and then continued walking toward his rooms, “Besides,” he added, “Her Excellency has been summoned to the palace; my father wishes to learn more about how I was able to unlock the map within Reece’s mind.”




  “Well,” Harrison started while continuing to walk at Levi’s side. “I’ll give you that, I’m curious myself.” He nudged Levi with his elbow, “So,” he said mischievously, “Where’s the stone?”




  Levi looked over at Harrison, “Do you remember where the Ciatron set up their domain on Earth before the great battle?”




  Harrison seemed intrigued, “Atlantis?” He questioned in disbelief, “It’s hidden there? Don’t you think that would be an obvious place to hide the stone?”




  “Yes.”




  “Well then, we must relocate it to a place that Reece’s ancestor may have not been able to get to because he was human; but, with our talents, we can find a place that is more inaccessible.”




  Levi smiled impishly, “There is no need for that.”




  “What? Why?”




  Levi glance at his cousin’s puzzled expression amusingly. “Because the stone is not hidden there.” He said haughtily.




  Harrison gazed at Levi darkly, “So you will hold to your word. Do you not even trust your closest friend?”




  “It is not that I don’t trust you, but there is a reason Reece’s mind only opened to mine. Until we learn more, I believe it is safest for all of us if I am the only one who knows the location.”




  “Well, is it vulnerable in any way?”




  “Harrison, quit prying; I am not saying a word.” He went to turn up the stairs to his rooms, “Let’s just say, I am quite surprised that Paul Xylander, with his human limitations, was able to hide it in this location.” Levi laughed at Harrison’s expression of confusion, “Have fun on Earth, I’ll see you in a few days.”




  With that, Levi turned and hopped up the steps, excited to make arrangements for his and Reece’s day together.
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  Reece ran at a rapid pace through the forest, out and away from the palace grounds. The exhilarating feeling of running freely through this majestic land so early in the morning was particularly therapeutic.




  She slowed into an easy jog as she entered a clearing. As she slowed, she grasped her hips and began to catch her breath. An early morning run was definitely what she needed to help calm her nerves of excitement. She laughed quietly, wondering if she would lose sleep every night over the idea of becoming Levi’s wife. She had tossed and turned all night, her mind endlessly replaying the images of him proposing to her the previous evening. Reece knew that she was remarkably fortunate not only to have such a man in her life, but also to live in this magnificent and intriguing world with him.




  She walked over to a billowy mound of grass and sat down, overwhelmed with happiness and contentment. She tilted her head up and admired the iridescent purple sky glistening above her. The temperature was surprisingly warmer since before their return to Earth, leaving only small traces of snow on the ground. She gazed out at the illuminating foliage that surrounded her. The glowing, multi-colored blooms, along with the iridescent, fluttering insects that danced throughout them, were absolute serenity. Reece couldn’t have asked for a better start to this new day in Pemdas.




  She inhaled deeply of the crisp air as she thought dreamily about how significantly her life had changed since the first day she was brought into this dimension for her protection. It had been close to two months since she was escorted into Pasidian Palace on Levi’s arm, clearly overwhelmed by the reality that other worlds existed outside of Earth. And now, here she was, permanently living in a new dimension, and engaged to be married to the only man who had ever stolen her heart.




  Reece was happier and more settled in her life than she had ever been. Before she met Levi, she thought she had a clear vision of where she was going in life. She planned to finish medical school, and after that, live out her career as a pediatrician. It was funny how things had changed so unexpectedly. Falling in love was the last item on her to-do list for the future. In fact, before Levi, she never allowed herself to be distracted by such emotions towards any man. Somehow, everything within her changed when she met him. Perhaps it was the simpler way of life that the Pemdai embraced that allowed her to slow down, and appreciate the value of living. She’d only ever known a fast-paced life in which she strove to be the best and the brightest; little did she know that her life truly hadn’t begun until she came into Pemdas.




  As her thoughts became consumed by images of Levi, her heart began racing again. The sun started to rise, turning the sky a rainbow of glimmering colors. Captivated by its beauty, yet unable to sit any longer, Reece stood up and proceeded to head back to the palace. It was a new day, a new life, and Reece could hardly contain her joy. She jogged along the bank of a stream, and followed a trail back to the palace grounds. As soon as the magnificent structure came into sight, she beamed. The groundskeepers were already out tending to the palace’s gardens, while servants were bustling here and there. Reece stopped and admired the view of her current home. She bit her bottom lip, somewhat overwhelmed, but also rejuvenated, as adrenaline started coursing through her body. She knew it wouldn’t be long until she was back in Levi’s arms.




  Once in her room, she found her maiden, Jasmeen, preparing Reece’s clothes for the day. The maiden was nothing if not passionate about ensuring that Reece was styled impeccably on a daily basis. After a hot shower, Reece took her tea into the vanity room so Jasmeen could begin styling her make-up and hair.




  “Master Levi is awaiting you in the sitting room,” Jasmeen said while placing the curling rod on the counter.




  Reece’s heart fluttered with excitement. “He’s already here?”




  Jasmeen walked back to Reece. “Indeed, he is,” she said as she positioned Reece’s hair to cascade over one shoulder. “There, now let’s get you dressed,” she said with a warm smile.




  After Jasmeen finished helping Reece slip into an exquisite gown, she dismissed herself and went about the rest of her duties for the day. Reece walked into the sitting room while she clasped the arrow bracelet that Levi had purchased for her. Adrenaline surged through her when she glanced up and saw Levi stand up from the sofa to greet her. I certainly won’t have a problem seeing this face first thing every morning, she thought as she inhaled, besotted by his image.




  Levi had an air about him that commanded any room he was in effortlessly. He was the perfect definition of nobility and absolute sophistication. His tall, masculine frame was always impeccably dressed. His dark hair brought out the brilliance of his jewel-like, sapphire blue eyes, while his strong jawline gave an impressive definition to his handsome face. Reece’s lips curved up into a proud, adoring grin. Her emotions were shameless, but she didn’t care. Reece couldn’t be more grateful that this man was hers.




  Levi’s eyes brightened as a beaming smile lit his face. He approached where Reece stood silently admiring him. He reached for her hand and brought it to his lips. His eyes never left hers as he tenderly kissed the back of her hand. “You, my love, look utterly ravishing this morning.” His thumb absently brushed over the brilliant center stone of the ring he had given her, bringing his attention to it. He twisted the ring as he examined it. “This appears to be somewhat big on your finger. We’ll have it fitted more properly when we visit the city today.”




  Reece glanced down at the ring that Levi was studying. How many times had she stared into the exquisite aquamarine stone since Levi had placed the ring on her finger the night before? The circular ring displayed the brilliance of the round cut, deep blue gemstone that was surrounded by tiny black diamonds encased with outer layer of tiny, sparkling white diamonds. On each side of the platinum band ran two rows of more tiny white diamonds, with a ribbon of blue stones in the center. The ring she wore was incomparable to anything she had ever seen, and she was absolutely entranced by the design of it.




  He smiled as his eyes returned to hers, “Would you be up for a journey to Casititor today?”




  Reece recalled their private lunch together before she knew about his feelings for her, “Tomato basil soup sounds wonderful!” she replied with a vibrant smile.




  Levi brought her hand to rest in the curve of his arm as he led her from the room. “I have arranged to have our breakfast taken alone on the balcony this morning.”




  As they strolled leisurely through the upstairs corridor, Levi brought a hand up and lovingly covered Reece’s. “I haven’t had an opportunity to inform you about the history of your ring,” he said, as he glanced down at her with an affectionate smile. “My grandfather, Alexander Oxley, acquired this ring for my grandmother while serving as Guardian on Earth. When it was given to me as an heirloom, I had never considered the idea of presenting it to my future wife as a wedding ring.” He softly squeezed her hand. “However, being that my intended wife is from Earth, I could think of no other ring that would suit you better.”




  Reece leaned closer into him. “To wear your grandmother’s ring is an honor, and its history makes me love it that much more.”




  Levi looked down at her. “It delights me that you feel that way,” he said with a proud grin.




  As they turned down the passageway that led to one of the outside balconies, Levi’s expression grew somewhat somber. “I informed my father about the rather unique occurrence that took place between you and me last evening. He’s curious to find out more about how I would have been able to see the location of the stone from inside your mind.”




  “I hadn’t really thought about it until now, but does having that knowledge put you in jeopardy in any way? Will you be able to continue to serve on Earth?” Reece asked with concern.




  “My mind is already protected from beings that can alter or read minds. So long as I do not proclaim to everyone that I have the information that they are all seeking, I will be perfectly fine.”




  “That’s certainly a relief,” she replied. “Does anyone else know besides your father?”




  Levi nodded as they strolled out onto the landing. “Harrison, my mother, and Samuel are also aware of it. We agreed that it would be best if I keep the location to myself, as there must be a reason that your mind opened solely to me.”




  Levi guided Reece to her seat at the table that was prepared for them. He pulled her chair out for her, and he smoothly pushed it back up to the table after she was seated.




  As Levi took his seat, the servants brought out breakfast, filling the crisp morning air with the aroma of freshly baked bread and breakfast cakes. After the staff filled their cups with tea, they left the couple to dine in privacy.




  “Did your father have any insight as to why this would have happened between us?” Reece asked, before taking a sip of her tea.




  Levi spread some preserves on a piece of bread and handed it to Reece. “He is as perplexed as I am, and that is why he wishes to meet with the one person who will know more about the situation.”




  “Who would that be?” Reece asked, before tasting the warm bread Levi had given her.




  “Her Excellency, Queen Galleta. She is a special and unique individual. She and those in her kingdom are from another dimension that was destroyed many years ago. They have very unique psychic abilities and other diverse talents; Galleta has the strongest of all these talents. My father and Samuel rely on her abilities and knowledge in situations that warrant them.”




  “Psychic abilities?” Reece asked, somewhat concerned by who this woman was.




  Levi’s mouth quirked up with a grin before he continued. “Yes. She and her kind have a special ability to read and mentally alter minds.” He studied her for a moment. “Do you recall me telling you that your mind is protected to where no one can read it?”




  Reece nodded.




  “Well, with her unique ability, Galleta will be able to read into your mind and give us answers as to why I was able to see the map to the stone.”




  Reece’s eyes widened, and she swallowed hard. The thought of having her mind read was a little unnerving.




  “Reece, I understand this may be—”




  “Levi,” Reece interrupted him. “I’ll be fine.”




  The expression on Levi’s face told her that there was something more to this woman, and he was attempting to figure out how to make Reece aware of it.




  “I get the feeling there’s something else I need to know?”




  Levi smiled sympathetically while he swallowed a bite of food. “You may need to have an open mind for this next part.”




  He had her attention. “Go ahead,” she said with an encouraging smile.




  “Queen Galleta knew your ancestor, Paul Xylander.” He paused. “Personally,” Levi said in a low voice.




  Come again? Reece sank back into her seat, striving to grasp the concept. “How is that possible?”




  “This is the part that you need to keep an open mind about.”




  Reece took a sip of her tea. “Obviously.”




  “When the Pemdai rescued Galleta and her people from the destruction of their dimension, they brought them into Pemdas to take up residence. They stopped aging the moment they left their domain; it was as if their bodies froze in time.”




  Reece looked at Levi with disbelief. “Impossible.”




  “Unreasonable, maybe, but it is interesting; and yet, very convenient for the Pemdai while we have been protecting Paul’s ancestral line for all this time.”




  “How did she know Paul personally?”




  “Galleta’s mind-reading abilities were greatly needed when my ancestors fought the Ciatron during their invasion of Earth. When the Guardians were made aware that Paul had created the stone, Galleta was brought in to consult with him. She advised him to trust the Pemdai with his protection, and the protection of his genetic line. Fortunately, he trusted her; and therein, trusted us to protect him and his cause. Because of her friendship with Paul, he revealed the information regarding the genetic imprint he created to pass down through his bloodline to her. Because she is the only living person who knows the details of that imprint, we believe that she will know more about why your mind opened up to me as it did.”




  “Well, this should be interesting.”




  Levi nodded in agreement. “What makes this all peculiar to me is the fact that I was not seeking the information from your mind when it was delivered into mine.”




  “So if Queen Galleta can read my mind, can she read yours as well?”




  “Not unless I allow her to.”




  Reece straightened. “So when do we meet with her?”




  Levi touched his napkin to each corner of his mouth before placing it on the table. “She arrived at the palace close to an hour ago. Once we have finished our breakfast, we will meet with her in my father’s study.” Levi leaned in for the teapot and proceeded to refill both their cups. “Oh,” he said with a mischievous grin, refilling Reece’s teacup as she held it out to him. “I almost forgot...I fear I must be the bearer of bad news for you this morning.”




  Reece watched as Levi tried to maintain a somber expression. She took a sip of tea. “Bad news?” she asked innocently.




  He nodded. “Indeed,” he said in a low voice, “and on a day which you and I should be celebrating our engagement.” He sighed dramatically as he feigned disappointment.




  Reece stared at the expression on his face amusingly. “Seems pretty bad, Levi. Go on; I hope I can handle this.”




  “It appears that your good friend, Simone, has departed from the palace abruptly. Apparently, the note she left for her maiden has forced Catherine and Lillian to leave as well. They both left first thing this morning in order to be supportive of her.”




  Reece rolled her eyes and let out a laugh of disbelief. “Well, there went my maid of honor,” she said sarcastically.




  Levi grinned. “It will be difficult, but I am sure you will find a way past this dreadful news.”




  “We’ll see. Hopefully my newfound depression won’t be a distraction for Queen Galleta as she is trying to read my mind in the meeting this morning.”




  “Indeed, that may be a problem.” Levi teased.




  When they finished their breakfast, they walked to Navarre’s office to meet with the queen. Upon entering the room, Reece saw that Navarre and an older woman were sitting on a sofa in the corner of his office, engaged in quiet conversation.




  Navarre stood and greeted the young couple as they entered the room. “Your Excellency,” he said as they approached where Queen Galleta sat formally on the sofa, “allow me to introduce you to Miss Reece Bryant.”




  Queen Galleta was much older than Reece had imagined. Her coronet of hair was silver, and her skin was pale, thin, and wrinkled; but she sat very straight, and her topaz eyes glowed. “Good morning, Miss Bryant,” the queen said with an endearing smile, “How do you do?”




  “I’m very well, thank you; and please, call me Reece.”




  They sat on sofas arranged around the fireplace in Navarre’s office. “Reece, I’m sure Levi made you aware of the fact that I knew Paul Xylander.” Queen Galleta stated simply, “If you don’t mind, I would like to use my abilities to see what’s happened.”




  This is it! Reece thought as she inhaled, struggling to stay focused. “Go ahead,” Reece answered, not knowing what to expect. Levi softly squeezed her hand, which brought Reece’s attention to him. When she looked at him, he gave her a reassuring smile that helped ease the extremely awkward situation.




  “Very interesting,” said Galleta. She eyed Levi. “It appears that you are carrying a copy of this genetic imprint within your mind.”




  A copy? How is THAT possible? Reece thought in total confusion.




  “Were you able to see the location of the stone?” Levi asked, with concern in his voice.




  “I’m not able to see the location of the stone; I can only see what transpired between both of you.” Galleta turned to Navarre. “The information is protected within both of their minds.” She looked back at Levi and Reece. “The information has been so well-guarded from any kind of a psychic intrusion that I am unable to see exactly why it is that this unique occurrence took place.” She smiled warmly at Reece. “I was, however, able to read both Reece and Levi’s emotions at the time the information was transferred into Levi’s mind, and it appears that Reece formed a strong attachment with Levi at that particular moment.”




  Reece felt the heat rush to her cheeks as she glanced subtly at Levi, but her embarrassment faded when she observed that he was still watching Galleta, waiting for more answers.




  “Paul created a fail-safe,” Galleta continued, “and because of this, the only other people who could ever possibly be able to see the location of the stone, without harm to the Key, would be the Pemdai. They were the only individuals he could trust with the stone, and also with the protection of his ancestral line.”




  Levi looked at Navarre and then placed his arm securely around Reece’s shoulders. “It is interesting how it all happened. One minute my mind was otherwise engaged,” he glanced knowingly at Reece, and then looked back at Galleta, “and from out of nowhere, I was seeing images; it was as if Reece’s mind were projecting them into mine.”




  “That was when the information transferred and opened up to you, Levi,” Galleta informed them.




  “Can you access the information now, Levi?” Navarre asked.




  Levi nodded, “Yes.”




  “I must know, in your opinion, do you believe the stone’s location should be watched? Is there any way that it can be found?”




  “Paul was an interesting man. I can safely say that there is no reason to guard the stone. I do not believe it is possible for anyone to come across it without this map.”




  Navarre sat back and studied both Reece and Levi and let out a laugh, “It is remarkable this has occurred.” He looked at Galleta, “The information will continue to pass genetically through their children, correct?”




  “Yes.” Galleta answered, “Nothing in Reece’s mind has been altered. It will be interesting to see if any of their children will have the Pemdai capabilities of seeing the location within their own minds.” She looked over at Levi, “Such as Levi has.”




  “Very interesting, indeed.” Navarre said as a servant entered the room.




  “Emperor Navarre,” the servant said as he stood rigidly at the door, “Samuel has come with imperative information.”




  Navarre and Levi stood. “Send him in,” Navarre said.




  “Emperor, please forgive my interruption,” Samuel declared with a sense of urgency.




  “It is fine, Samuel; tell me, what news have you?”




  “I have been informed that Michael Visor is missing.”




  “Missing?” Levi interjected, alarmed.




  “He’s found a way to escape his confinement,” Samuel replied.




  “Dispatch troops to search for him at once,” Navarre ordered, and then turned to Galleta. “If you have nothing further, your Excellency, this matter requires my immediate attention.”




  Galleta and Reece both stood. “Emperor, unless you have any additional questions, I have nothing further to add,” Galleta responded politely.




  Navarre nodded and looked to Levi. “I will need you to assist Samuel in planning the search for Michael.”




  “Very well.” Levi answered.




  Navarre offered his arm to Galleta. “Allow me to escort you to Allestaine; she wishes to speak with you before your departure.”




  With that, the room was cleared, leaving Levi and Reece alone. Levi turned to face her. “Well, there went my plans for taking leave.” Levi muttered, mainly to himself.




  Reece’s forehead creased in humor, “Plans?”




  “I requested leave this morning in order to spend a few days alone with you.” Levi’s lips twisted as he gazed deeply into her eyes, “Either way, I still intend to take you to Casititor, if only for a few hours. I’m sure you have many questions about everything Galleta revealed to us; perhaps we can speak about it on our journey into the city this afternoon.”




  Reece let out a soft laugh. “I’m not sure our trip will be long enough to cover all my questions,” Reece teased as she wrapped her arms around his waist. “So long as you and your father understand it all, I’ll go with that.”




  Levi’s lips quirked up in humor, as he bent to place a light kiss on Reece’s lips. “I love you,” he said in a low voice. He rose up and offered his arm to her. “It shouldn’t take me long to go over the tactical planning concerning the search for Michael. Allow me to escort you to the library. My sister is there; she will be thrilled to have you in her company while I am detained.”




  It wasn’t long before Levi returned, and he and Reece set off for Casititor. Their afternoon was exactly what they both needed. After a trip to the jeweler to have Reece’s ring fitted, they enjoyed a private lunch at the Anders’ restaurant, where they had dined together for the first time in privacy months before.




  After a delightful lunch, they spent the remainder of the day touring more of the city and sites that Reece had never seen before. Upon their return to the palace that evening, Levi informed Reece that he would likely be away from the palace for close to a week while he led the search mission for Michael. She was mildly disheartened that she wouldn’t have the luxury of spending time with him; but she knew that finding the escaped perpetrator was imperative, and that she would be in excellent company with his mother and Elizabeth during his absence.




  After Levi escorted her to her room and gave her a parting kiss, Reece walked in filled with gratefulness that they spent this entire day together. She stared down at her ring and smiled at the realization that soon she and Levi would be married, and she would be spending every night in his arms.
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  After a long, relaxing bath, Reece ambled into the vanity room to meet Jasmeen. The young maiden, jubilant as usual, wasted no time in transforming Reece into a product of exquisiteness. Reece watched in humor as Jasmeen went through the extra efforts of pinning up her hair and placing tiny flowers sporadically throughout it.




  “If I had to guess,” Reece started, “I would think that Levi was back at the palace.” She said while scrutinizing Jasmeen’s face.




  Reece’s heart rate picked up as she noticed Jasmeen avoid her statement. It had been four days since she had seen him last, yet it seemed much longer. Without saying a word, Jasmeen walked over to Reece and smiled sweetly as she placed a blue velvet box in her hands.




  Reece looked at Jasmeen in confusion. “What’s this?”




  Jasmeen smiled a knowing smile. “I was instructed to give this to you once you were prepared for the day.”




  Reece slowly opened the box. A shimmering silver arrow hung from a delicate chain, and sparkled brilliantly in the morning light. As she pulled the necklace off of the satin pillow it was arranged neatly on, she noted that it perfectly matched the bracelet Levi had given her when he first brought her to Casititor.




  “Wow,” she said in admiration.




  “Allow me to help you put it on,” Jasmeen offered politely.




  Reece handed her the box. After the necklace was in place, Jasmeen handed Reece a folded card. “I will leave you to read this alone.” She added kindly before exiting the room.




  He is back! Reece thought, as she traced Levi’s initials on the wax seal before sliding her thumb underneath it and unfolding the card. Her heart raced with anticipation as she began reading his perfectly penned note to her.




  My Beloved Reece,




  You, my only love, will forever hold my heart. We have been apart too long, and I must have this entire day alone with you. The day I have arranged for us will start with this small gift. I hope you are prepared to receive gifts today, as I have planned to present you with more than one. Once you are ready, I ask that you meet me in the courtyard.




  Levi




  Reece stood up. The idea of spending an entire day alone with Levi was exhilarating. Her excitement had her practically running through the palace out to where Levi was waiting for her.




  When she arrived at the courtyard, she stopped at the top of the steps. She looked below to where four magnificent white stallions stood harnessed to a luxurious black carriage. Her eyes were drawn to the initials engraved in silver on the door. They were her and Levi’s initials; the L and R were intertwined in a stylish script, and encircled by a bold silver and onyx letter O.




  Her heart fluttered with excitement when Levi came around from the other side of the carriage. Her breath halted as she stood and admired his handsome appearance. Yes, it had definitely been too long since she had seen him last. He was dressed immaculately in a cream, high-collared shirt, navy waistcoat, cravat, and crisp, ivory trousers. “Well, if it isn’t Prince Charming,” she teased.




  Levi stopped at the bottom of the steps and gave her an exaggerated bow. “At your service, madam!”




  He displayed a brilliant smile as he leaped up the steps to where Reece waited. Full of excitement, she wrapped her arms tightly around his neck, stood on her toes, and gave him a quick kiss.




  “Good morning, love,” he said with laughter. “I have missed you.”




  “I think I’ve missed you more. I’m so thrilled you’re back.” She looked up into his vivid blue eyes. “Did you guys find Michael?”




  Levi kissed her forehead and smiled lovingly into her eyes. “No; however, Harrison has taken over the search, giving us the opportunity to spend some time together.”




  “Lucky for me.” she said, as she reached out and interlaced her fingers through Levi’s. “Thank you for my necklace. It’s beautiful.”




  Levi released one of her hands and caressed her cheek. “You are beautiful,” he said, before bringing his attention to the silver arrow that rested against the center of her décolletage. His fingers brushed against her skin as he held the delicate charm and studied it. Her flesh burned in response to his gentle touch. “It lies perfectly over your heart, as I’d hoped it would. Not too short, not too long,” he said with a wink. He drew her arm up into his. “Now, for your next gift,” he started, as he led her down the steps. “I purchased this for you; it will serve as your personal transportation in Pemdas.”




  Reece leaned into him, squeezing his arm with delight. “Who would have ever imagined that I’d go from driving a car to getting around in a horse-drawn carriage?”




  Levi laughed softly as he dismissed the footman and turned to help Reece into the carriage. The plush interior was fashioned out of an exquisite blue velvet material, with a dark mahogany wood trim. Levi settled in next to her, gave a quick rap to the top of the carriage, and they were off.




  He stretched his long legs out, crossed them, and lazily reclined back into the plush seats. He put his arm around Reece, bringing her closer to him.




  “This carriage is extraordinary,” she said as she admired the elegance of it.




  Levi’s embrace tightened around her. “I’m glad it meets with your approval.”




  “Well, it’s obvious that you’re in the gift-giving spirit today, and it’s got me thinking. What if I wanted to buy you something? I’m kind of stuck—I don’t have any money here.”




  “Forgive me for not addressing this sooner; I believe I have been so busy lately that I haven’t taken the time to go over these particular details. When we return to the palace this evening, I will bring you to Pasidian’s vaults and introduce you to Mrs. Stridewell. She manages the vault, and will allow you access to the funds at any time. Currency is valued and used here in Pemdas very similarly as it is on Earth, and you should have no trouble getting used to it.”




  Reece twisted to face him. “A vault, huh? That’s it?” She teased. “Well,” she exhaled dramatically, “I guess that’ll do for now.”




  Levi’s lips drew up into her favorite grin, and Reece was instantly entranced with the vividness of his humored, electric-blue eyes. “I have missed you.” His expression grew more serious. “I must admit, not having been in your company has made this week somewhat trying on me.”




  He slid his hand around the back of her neck, eyes now fixed on her lips. Reece bit her lip with eagerness as he drew her face closer to his. She smiled faintly in response, and her mind became fuzzy as Levi softly kissed each corner of her mouth. He gazed intently into her eyes as his thumb traced along her bottom lip. “And all I desire now,” he brought his lips to her chin, “is to indulge myself in the woman I love.”




  She smiled provocatively at him, and ran her fingers through his wavy hair. “Sounds like an excellent idea to me,” she said, bringing his face closer to hers.




  In that moment, Levi’s lips claimed hers in a crushing kiss. His hand braced the back of her neck as he deepened his powerful kiss, and Reece sighed with satisfaction. He relaxed, reclining back into the seat, and placed his other arm firmly around her back as he molded her body against his. She responded wholeheartedly to him, and indulged herself in the savory kiss he offered her.




  When he ended their ardent kiss with a soft kiss to Reece’s nose, she was somewhat disorientated. She sat up, glanced out of the side window, and observed that the carriage was traveling down a tree-covered road. Dazzling blossoms in a variety of colors cascaded from their branches in the unique forest that surrounded them.




  Reece gazed at Levi quizzically. “Where are we going? I haven’t seen any of this before.”




  “You’ll see.” He straightened himself and gave a quick tug to his waistcoat. “Now, in order for you to fully appreciate your next gift, I must ask that you close your eyes.”




  Reece happily acceded to his request. After a few moments, she sensed that the carriage was slowing, and heard the clattering of the horses’ hooves silence soon thereafter.




  She listened as the door opened, and heard Levi step out of the carriage. He helped to guide her out of the carriage, and swept her into his arms.




  “Can I open my eyes yet?” she asked enthusiastically.




  Levi placed her feet on the ground, and enclosed his arms around her waist. “Yes,” he answered softly.




  When Reece’s eyes opened, she was speechless.




  Levi pressed his cheek against hers. “Welcome to our new home,” he whispered.




  The enormous white house was a magnificent sight to behold. It was three-story home; complete with a large balcony, porch, and Greek-style columns that ran the entire façade, and continued on to wrap around the house. The broad steps that led up to the elaborate entryway doors gave this stately home an overwhelming sense of grandeur.




  “Our home?” Reece’s voice cracked as she fought back tears of overwhelming gratitude.




  Levi stepped around her and took her hands into his. “Yes; this is where you and I will live when we are married. Do you approve?” He looked down at her, and brushed away a tear that slipped down her cheek.




  She smiled at his beaming expression. “Approve? I love it!”




  Reece took in the massive, park-like setting that surrounded them. The grand house sat impressively at the end of a circular, cobblestone driveway. To the left of the house was neatly trimmed, vivid-green grass with large trees scattered throughout, offering an abundance of shade. The lush grass grew all the way to the shoreline of a small, shimmering blue lake. Across the small body of water were more trees, and a tall mountain range that spanned the horizon behind the estate.




  She looked back at Levi, who was watching her with amusement. “All of this is breathtaking, and it’s more than I would have ever asked for.”




  He kissed her forehead. “I am thrilled that it agrees with you. I have been drawn to this house for as long as I can remember. I have ridden by it many times with the hope that someday I would share it with my wife and children. To have your approval means more to me than you will ever know.”




  “It’s absolutely perfect.”




  Levi offered his arm. “Shall I escort you inside?”




  Reece took his arm. “Why, Mr. Oxley, I thought you’d never ask.”




  As they entered through the impressive double doors at the front of the house, a massive atrium with a sweeping staircase greeted them. The house was empty, with no furniture to speak of, and still, it was a breathtaking sight.




  A luxurious blue velvet carpet covered the center area of white marble steps that led up to the second level of their home. She gazed in wonder at the variety of circular patterns that had been intricately carved into the high, alabaster ceilings. An enormous chandelier hung over the entryway and dazzled in a rainbow of colors, reflecting the light peering in from the windows as a prism would.




  Reece held tightly to Levi’s hand as they toured the main floor of their home. The detail and craftsmanship that was brought into the structure was so elaborate that Reece remained silent, clearly overwhelmed by the rich atmosphere of this extravagant home. Fortunately, her excitement overruled any intimidation she might have had with such a lavish manor.




  With each room they entered, she fell more in love with their new home. The first floor consisted of a library, two parlors, a music room, and a large dining hall, as well as various other rooms for guests. At the end of the large corridor on the south wing, two doors opened into an enormous room, with floor-to-ceiling windows lining three walls. Each wall had glass doors, giving access to the porch that wrapped around the home. When Reece questioned what the purpose of this particular room was, Levi teased her in response, letting her know that this ballroom was where Reece would be hosting many future celebrations for family and friends.




  Once they finished touring most of the first level, they ascended the massive staircase that led to the second floor. Directly in front of them, more floor-to-ceiling windows offered spectacular views of the rolling hills that lined the horizon behind the manor.




  Levi then led her down the hallways to their left. “This wing of the second floor consists primarily of private apartments for our close friends and family. There are more apartments on the northern wing of the home that will be for additional guests.”




  They toured the different rooms on the second floor, and she sighed and smiled as they approached a staircase that led up to another level of the home. “I have no idea how we’re supposed to furnish all of this.”




  “We will meet with decorators that will help design the interior of the home with what brings you the most comfort. Now,” he added with a mischievous grin, “our chambers will be up these stairs, on the third floor.”




  Reece felt a shiver of excitement course through her as she took Levi’s extended hand. When they arrived at the landing, Levi pointed over to the hallways on their left. “Those rooms will be reserved for our children,” he said, as he gazed adoringly into her eyes.




  Reece looked down the long hallway and then back to Levi. “There must be over ten doors, and I can’t even see to the end of the hall! Exactly how many kids are you planning on having, Mr. Oxley?”




  Levi laughed and brought her hand to his lips for a kiss. “A man can never be too greedy, Miss Bryant.”




  “Um, in this case, I believe he most certainly can.”




  Levi’s eyes dazzled with humor as he drew her arm up into his. He turned and led her down the hall to their right. “There are numerous rooms down this wing; a private sitting room, a parlor, offices and a private library.” He turned to face two double doors on their left. “These will be our personal bedchambers, unless you decide otherwise.” He reached for the two doors and opened them. “This area will serve as our sitting room.” He informed her as they walked through the doors.




  A large fireplace dominated the wall to her right; its marble mantle was glossy white with vibrant silver trim that highlighted the scroll patterns that were carved into it. The high ceilings were adorned in an architectural wonder, with rich mosaics of vines and other floral carvings that were defined with the same shimmering silver as the mantel of the fireplace. The bright marble floors had unique patterns, complementing those on the ceiling, etched in silver, and positioned in the center of room. To her left were two glass doors that led onto the balcony that faced the back of their home.




  Levi strode across the room to where two more double doors stood and opened one. “Our private parlor is through here, and our bedchamber and dressing rooms are just beyond that.”




  They entered their sleeping chamber, where windows and two glass doors filled the wall to her left. Across the room and up on a marble platform was a large bay of windows that wrapped around the corner of the house. Marble columns framed the entrance of the platform area, and it was easy to see that this was an excellent location for their bed.




  “No one will have access to these porches,” Levi said, as he walked over to the glass doors and opened them. “They are only accessed by our room.” He stepped up the four steps that led onto the elevated floor, and motioned for Reece to follow him.




  Reece crossed the room to where Levi stood in front of the large windows that framed the magnificent views of a river that spilled into the lake off the side of their house. “This small river feeds our lake, and also continues through it to meet with the Pasidian River.”




  “I don’t think I’ll have a problem lying in our bed and staring out of the window, watching that river glow every night.” She looked at Levi.




  Levi smiled wryly. “I believe my attention will be distracted with something more stunning and desirable than that of a glowing river.”




  Reece arched her eyebrow and then turned, seeing the colossal fireplace on the wall to their left. “Hmm, well, I guess we have an excellent view of the fire from here as well.” She teased.




  Levi smirked as he pulled her into his arms. “The fire will definitely enhance the splendor of having you fall asleep in my arms every night.” he said as he withdrew and took her hand. “Our dressing rooms are separate,” he continued, as he led her toward another door in their room. They walked through a small hallway. “My valet will have access to my dressing room through those doors.” He pointed to another door on their left. “And your maiden will have access to your private dressing room and bath right through here. The servants’ passageways lead directly to them, and I will be sure to inform both the maiden and the valet of the rooms that will give them easiest access.”




  Reece marveled at the splendor of her bathroom after Levi led her into it. “You’d think I’d be used to having a bathroom like this by now.” She turned and smiled at Levi. “I’m beyond impressed by all of this. I love this house, Levi.”




  Levi smiled. “Would you care to walk out on your private balcony and see the view it offers?”




  “You mean the tour is already over?” Reece teased.




  “Hardly; I believe I was only showing you the necessary rooms. We can tour the kitchens, the indoor pools, and the children’s—”




  “Levi—” Reece interrupted him, and then stood on her toes and gave him a quick kiss. “It was a joke,” she said with a laugh. “Anyways, I need some fresh air to get my thoughts straight, and find the appropriate words of appreciation for all of this.”




  Levi led her from the room. “Fresh air it is, my lady.”




  




  [image: Chapter 3]




  When they stepped onto the private balcony, Reece was ahead of Levi, and she stood in awe of the panoramic view the back of their house had to offer. Rolling hills and pastures disappeared into a forest of trees that lined the horizon. Directly below, a crystal-clear creek snaked its way around the neatly sculpted bushes that decorated the outdoor gardens. Out to her left, a stone wall led up to and surrounded two large structures. Reece cocked her head to the side, endeavoring to figure out what the buildings were for.




  “Those are the horse stables and the carriage house,” he said, as he came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her back into him.




  “I’m sure Arrow and Areion will be impressed with your choice of a home for them.”




  “I’m sure they will.” He said as he placed a soft kiss on the top of her head. “I should make you aware that Arrow’s training is due to commence this week; you might be surprised by how much he has grown when he returns to the palace.”




  “Really? They grow that fast?”




  “Guardians horses are unique in almost every quality they possess.” He brushed his lips against her cheek. “So, yes, he will be nearly full grown when you encounter him again.”




  Reece sighed, “I shouldn’t be surprised; they are remarkable animals.” She exhaled in wonder as she took in more of the surrounding scenery. “These views are breathtaking.” She rested her head back against his shoulder. “I love everything about it this place.”




  A low rumble in the distance announced the heavy, dark clouds that had appeared from behind the thick forest. Levi released his hold on her. “I believe my plans for an outdoor picnic must be changed,” he said humorously. He glanced out at the threatening sky that was quickly darkening due to the incoming storm. “I’ll be back in a moment. I need to retrieve some things from the carriage before the driver and footman seek shelter.”




  Reece remained on the balcony, absorbing the tranquility of the cool, brisk breeze that appeared from out of nowhere. The nearly black skies flickered, followed by another rumble of thunder. A curtain of rain shimmered like glitter falling to the ground out in the distance as the storm rapidly approached their location. So beautiful! Reece thought, as the last of the sun’s rays disappeared behind the ominous clouds.




  Reece was distracted by the sound of the horses rapidly bringing the carriage to shelter in the carriage house. A gust of ice-cold wind nearly blew her over, dropping the temperature in that moment drastically. As Reece turned to walk back into the house, a bright flash of light nearly blinded her, followed by an extremely loud crack of thunder. Reece was startled, and jumped backward. Luckily, Levi had just returned, and caught her before she stumbled to the ground.




  “That was close,” Reece said in a shaky voice.




  Levi put an arm around her, guiding her back into the house. “Are you okay?” he asked with humor in his voice, attempting to lighten the tension of the moment.




  Reece rubbed her arms, trying to warm up. “That came out of nowhere. I can’t believe how cold it got all of a sudden.”




  “Springtime storms in Pemdas are relatively unpredictable and unexpected. After the storm passes, the temperature will warm again.” He glanced at the glass doors where the rain was now pouring down. “This storm may be here for a while. Let us go downstairs; I have an area prepared in one of the sitting rooms, and will start a fire to help keep you warm.”




  Levi escorted her down to the first floor, where he had spread out a blanket in the living area with four plush pillows and a basket of food. “There are muffins and a variety of fruit in the basket, if you desire. Give me a moment to retrieve some wood from the shed outside.”




  Before Reece could say anything, he was out of the room. She strolled over and lowered herself onto the blanket amongst the pillows. Even though she was cold, she was completely relaxed as she watched the heavy rain pour down onto the front lawn. She curled her legs underneath herself, and crossed her arms in an effort to keep warm until Levi returned. The winds were howling and forcing the rain sideways, and the thunder was so loud that it practically shook the entire house.




  As soon as she started to become concerned about Levi’s whereabouts, he walked into the room carrying an armful of wood. His dark hair was soaking wet, and so were his clothes. Reece admired him with satisfaction at how devastatingly handsome he looked.
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